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INTRODUCTION 


What matters in life is not what happens to you but what you remember and how you remember 
it. 


—GABRIEL GARCIA MARQUEZ 


In 2007 a landscape contractor in the exclusive New York City suburb of 
Muttontown, on Long Island, was sitting in his truck after purchasing a box 
of doughnuts when a malnourished, bedraggled woman approached him. 
Barely speaking English, the woman pointed frantically to her stomach and 
begged him to give her a doughnut. The woman, as was later learned 
through media accounts, was a household worker—one of two live-in 
Indonesian workers who had been virtually imprisoned and literally tortured 
by their employers for five years. They were beaten with rolling pins, 
scalded with boiling water, force-fed chili peppers, required to sleep on the 
floor in a closet, and only allowed to leave the house to take out the 
garbage. The employers—a wealthy married couple—were eventually 
brought to trial, convicted, fined, and sent to jail.! This widely publicized 
case, an extreme but not isolated incident, rightly drew condemnation from 
many quarters and became emblematic of the vulnerability of private 
household workers: their isolation, their status as marginalized (and in this 
case noncitizen) workers, and the vastly unequal power relations that 
characterize the occupation. 

Buried in the sensational news coverage was the fact that an organization 
of South Asian workers—Andolan—had learned of the case and begun to 
advocate on behalf of the workers. Andolan collaborated with Domestic 
Workers United (DWU) to organize a public demonstration in front of the 
courthouse as the trial took place. Founded in 2000 and composed of 
nannies, cleaners, and elder-care workers, DWU is a multiracial 
organization that adopted the slogan “Tell Dem Slavery Done!” Based in 


New York City, it holds rallies, organizes picket lines, lobbies legislators, 
and brings lawsuits on behalf of workers to improve labor conditions. 

Andolan, DWU, and other organizations in this active and vocal 
household-workers movement are frequently overlooked in the media, 
while the victimization stories—like that of the Indonesian workers— 
dominate. Stories of domestic workers who need rescuing often appear in 
the popular press and circulate through the Internet. In short, the image of 
the disempowered and abused domestic worker is a common one, evoking 
pity and outrage. 

The victimization theme plays out in the best-selling book and popular 
2011 film The Help. Although the story is set in the turbulent decade of the 
1960s, the workers profiled are not embroiled in the heroic efforts to 
overturn Jim Crow segregation or transform southern race relations. In fact, 
they need prodding and encouragement from the young white protagonist to 
speak out about their hardship. The story of The Help is one about black 
domestic life told from the perspective of a white employer and, in the end, 
reinforces dominant stereotypes of passive household workers. Rarely do 
we see such workers as agents of history. They exist on the sidelines, serve 
as a backdrop for the stories of others, or, when they are cast as the main 
actors, give voice to victimization and oppression. They remain nameless 
stereotypes, like the elderly black woman who, tired but determined, 
heroically walks to work rather than ride a segregated bus, or one of the 
thousands of African Americans filling church pews at a mass meeting in 
support of civil rights. 

Although over one-third of employed black women in the United States 
labored as domestics in 1960, household workers are oddly invisible in 
histories of postwar social movements. Many Americans are familiar with 
iconic stories of political struggles, whether it is Rosa Parks’s refusal to 
relinquish her seat on a racially segregated bus in Montgomery, Alabama, in 
1955, or the so-called bra burning at the Miss America Pageant in Atlantic 
City, New Jersey, in 1968, where women’s liberationists threw symbols of 
gendered oppression into a “freedom trash can.” These stories are often told 
in a particular way, with a clear political purpose: to illustrate the dignity in 
acts of civil disobedience as practiced during the early civil rights 
movement, in the case of the former; and in the latter, to demonstrate the 
women’s liberation movement’s opposition to women’s objectification. 


Preachers and students, sanitation workers and sharecroppers, are all given 
their due in such stories, but not domestic workers. 

This book tells the story of household-worker activism from the 1950s to 
the 1970s, a pivotal period during which domestic workers established a 
national movement to transform the occupation. It is a story of women, 
primarily women of color, who have for the most part operated in the 
shadows of the formal labor movement, on the margins of the struggle for 
black freedom, and under the heels of the mainstream women’s movement. 
It challenges widespread assumptions about the passivity of domestic 
workers and paints a markedly different picture of household workers—one 
in which they do not need a savior. But it does more than that. It analyzes 
their strategies of mobilization and explores how storytelling was central to 
the way they organized and developed a political agenda. Household- 
worker activists shared stories that were passed down to them and told 
stories of their own experiences as workers. Their stories, which they 
connected to the struggle for black liberation, highlighted the racial 
exploitation of the labor and were part of a collective remembered history 
in the African American community. Storytelling was a form of activism, a 
strategic way to make sense of the past as well as the present and to 
overturn assumptions about domestic workers. 

This book contributes to histories of labor and political organizing and 
makes a claim for how the voices and analytical perspective of working- 
class black women, as understood through their stories, can help us rethink 
the basic contours of the postwar period. Household Workers Unite is 
intended to intervene in the discipline—that is, offer a new way to think 
about how storytelling helps construct identities and how social movements 
create historical narratives and put them to use. 

The stories recounted here are not stories told about domestic workers, 
but stories that domestic workers articulated themselves. The half-dozen 
African American women activists profiled in these pages were exceptional 
leaders and participants in a powerful social movement that sought to 
improve the lives of their fellow domestic workers. In the process of 
organizing, they shared stories of abuse and exploitation that drew on 
examples from history—especially the history of slavery and the notorious 
“slave markets” of the 1930s—to make their case for why they deserved 
rights. For them, slavery was a trope that connected past and present, 
illuminated power relations, and spoke to kin, community, and a legacy of 


racism. Consequently, invoking these stories served a political purpose: to 
mobilize other household workers and forge a collective political identity as 
workers. In the 1950s, the notion of an identity as a domestic worker—as 
opposed to domestic work simply being the work that one did—was not 
self-evident and had to be constructed. The movement eventually brought 
together twenty-five thousand women to fight for basic labor protections 
and transform relationships with their employers. 

I begin in the mid-twentieth century, a critical moment in the history of 
domestic work, by tracing the powerful symbolic association of domestic 
labor with black women’s oppression, recounting the stirrings of a 
grassroots movement of domestic workers that evolved into a mass 
movement which fundamentally redefined black women’s relationship to 
the world of work. The occupation both reflects and ushers in dramatic 
changes in race relations. Domestic work, so representative of white racial 
oppression for the African American community, became an important 
platform for the politics of black liberation. 

Organizing by domestic workers was distinctly different from other 
forms of labor organizing. As “invisible” work that took place in private 
households behind closed doors and was not always recognized as “real” 
work, household labor has been marginalized within the labor movement 
and, for many decades, was excluded from key labor laws. A central goal 
for domestic-worker organizers was to revalue social reproductive labor— 
paid and unpaid household work. Through their campaigns for respect and 
recognition of their work, they brought attention to labor in the home and 
expanded the definition of work that characterized much of the history of 
labor and labor organizing. This radical redefinition offered possibilities of 
alliance with feminists, since women, whether paid or not, were 
traditionally responsible for housework. But demands for higher wages also 
created tensions as greater numbers of middle-class women entered the paid 
labor force and increasingly hired household workers in order to pursue 
careers outside the home. In this case, their “freedom to work” led to further 
exploitation of private domestic workers. 

There is a long history of individual, covert, day-to-day resistance among 
household workers. The women in this book, however, engaged in overt, 
collective, and public forms of opposition. They were vibrant middle-aged 
or elderly black women, very often mothers and grandmothers, who took 
multiple risks, made enormous personal sacrifices, and offered powerful 


critiques of the status quo. And it is in this context that the stories and 
crafting of an identity become important. Beginning in the 1960s, 
household workers organized forums, spoke publicly, circulated pamphlets, 
gave testimonials, and lobbied legislatures. Their political identity was 
bound up with the politics of race, gender, culture, and ethnicity, as their 
stories of the “mammy” image, the history of slavery, and patterns of 
servitude that shaped domestic labor illustrate. 

Their class consciousness was also shaped through the inequality that 
characterized domestic work. The legal exclusions from labor rights such as 
minimum wage and workers’ compensation inform how and why an 
identity of “household workers” begins to develop in the postwar period. 
The broader cultural patterns and legal practices that degraded their labor 
led domestic workers to question whether employers should always be their 
primary target, and in some cases, they saw employers as potential allies. 
The intimacy of the work, where personal contact with employers was the 
hallmark of the occupation, also discouraged them from establishing an 
antagonistic relationship with their bosses. This form of worker 
consciousness, which didn’t necessarily make the employer-employee 
relationship the central contradiction, also distinguishes this movement 
from other forms of labor organizing. 

Additionally, domestic workers advocated training programs, 
professionalization, fair wages, benefits, and model contracts. They 
formulated detailed and clearly defined work expectations and renamed 
themselves “household technicians.” Most of these women took pride in 
their occupation—in some cases organizing “Maids’ Honor Days” to bring 
respect and public recognition to their work. They wanted their work to be 
valued the same as all other work and they fought for the legal protections 
and collective bargaining rights to which other workers were entitled. Their 
political program included individual and collective empowerment 
strategies; they targeted both the households in which they worked and state 
policies that constrained them or devalued their labor. 

The women domestic workers highlighted in this book claimed rights as 
workers. They drew attention to the home as a workspace, to the gendered 
labor of social reproduction, and to work that many claimed was invisible. 
Dorothy Bolden, Geraldine Roberts, Josephine Hulett, and others proved 
that domestic labor is not invisible, even if it is unrecognized. Unlike a 
factory worker who toils in a distant location that consumers rarely visit, 


domestic labor is hypervisible, taking place in front of our eyes, every day. 
As such, the degradation of domestic labor is less about visibility than the 
way in which the work is perceived—as a labor of love—or the way in 
which workers are cast—as either “one of the family” or as less than 
human. 

Because domestic workers were considered difficult to organize and 
neglected by most labor organizers, they had no choice but to strike out on 
their own. The African American women who led this movement in the 
1970s utilized public spaces as centers of organizing, modeled alternative 
strategies of achieving worker power, and drew attention to the domestic 
sphere as a site of work. They reached out to immigrant and native-born 
workers, both the documented and the undocumented. Although they didn’t 
build the racially diverse movement they envisioned, they nevertheless had 
significant victories. While there were many previous efforts to reform and 
improve the circumstances of domestic workers, the movement of the 1970s 
was the first one to put the issue of domestic workers’ labor rights on the 
national political agenda. 

Political identity is not given or fixed. It is forged through political 
struggle, through collective and individual stories, through narrative. The 
social world of domestic workers in this period was constructed through 
their words, stories, and silences. Although we don’t have access to every 
narrative, we do have access to some, which can help us understand the 
social reality of domestic labor for these particular individuals. This book is 
an attempt to piece together narratives of African American women in 
private household labor in the postwar period who came to develop the 
category of domestic workers as rights-bearing citizens engaged in socially 
and economically valuable work. 

Since this struggle of the 1950s through 1970s, domestic workers’ 
representation in both the labor force and in the discourse of the labor 
movement has assumed enormous significance. In the past two decades, the 
dramatic rise in the number of household workers worldwide and several 
well-publicized instances of abuse and exploitation have drawn attention to 
the occupation. In response, another political movement of domestic 
workers has emerged under a different set of circumstances to insist on 
labor rights and occupational safeguards, claims that resonate with the 
movement of a half century ago.? 





In this new historical moment, the ranks of labor are under attack and 
union leaders grapple with how to move forward; capital increasingly treats 
workers as interchangeable or indispensable; the number of manufacturing 
jobs continues to dwindle and the number of service-sector jobs expands; 
and a critical mass of workers in industrialized countries find themselves in 
precarious situations and struggle to make ends meet without state support 
or protection. 

In this moment, the lessons of domestic-worker organizing might prove 
to be more important than just a correction of the historical record. 


CHAPTER 1 


“CONVERSATIONS” ABOUT DOMESTIC 
LABOR 


I think Georgia Teresa Gilmore was one of the unsung heroines of the Civil Rights Movement. 
She was not a formally educated woman, but she had that mother wit. She had a tough mind but 
a tender heart. 


—THOMAS E. JORDAN 


In 1956 African American playwright and actress Alice Childress published 
Like One of the Family: Conversations from a Domestic’s Life, a searing 
commentary on the status of black domestic workers. The book was a 
compilation of stories Childress had written in the early 1950s for the 
African American press, including Paul Robeson’s Freedom newspaper and 
the Baltimore Afro-American. These “Conversations from Life” were 
reflections by Mildred, a sassy and self-confident domestic, shared with her 
friend Marge in the intimate space of a black working-class home. They 
conveyed in colorful terms her dissatisfaction with domestic work. Mildred, 
who is thirty-two, single, and childless, recounts her experience as a day 
worker in white homes with wit and humor, in the storytelling tradition. In 
one case, Mildred’s employer effusively tells a visiting friend that Mildred 
is “like one of the family” and how much they love her. When the guest 
leaves, Mildred asks to have a word with “Mrs. C,” her employer. 

“In the first place,” she chastises the woman, “you do not love me; you 
may be fond of me, but that is all. . . . In the second place, I am not just like 
one of the family at all! The family eats in the dining room and I eat in the 
kitchen. Your mama borrows your lace tablecloth for her company and your 
son entertains his friends in your parlor, your daughter takes her afternoon 
nap on the living room couch and the puppy sleeps on your satin spread... . 
So you can see I am not just like one of the family.”! 


As an activist affiliated with the American Communist Party, Alice 
Childress was part of a black left cultural community focused on the plight 
of working-class black women. This network of activists had supported the 
organizing of household workers in the 1930s, and many had subsequently 
written political tracts about the exploitation of these workers. Although in 
later years Childress would attempt to distance herself from her radical past, 
in the 1950s this political sensibility and her own personal experience 
undoubtedly influenced her writing of Like One of the Family. Before she 
became a successful playwright, Childress had worked briefly as a 
domestic, and she reportedly based the character of Mildred on the life of 
her aunt. In its portrayal of a witty, sharp-minded domestic worker in 1950s 
New York, the book debunked myths about domestic service and exposed 
the dark underside of the occupation.3 The stories’ inclusion in African 
American newspapers around the country ensured a wide readership among 
household workers, some of whom reached out to Childress. As she 
described it: “Floods of beautiful mail came in from domestics . . . telling 
me of their own experiences.”4 The popularity of the essays helped foster a 
critique of the working conditions of African American household workers. 

The publication of Childress’s book marked a critical moment in the 
history of domestic labor. Childress’s commentary on household labor 
seemed to echo a growing sentiment among black domestic workers—of a 
desire for recognition of their humanity and assertion of rights—that had 
bubbled beneath the surface for years but would soon achieve full 
expression. Domestic work had for decades been steeped in a racialized 
portrayal of African American women as the servile “mammy” figure. In 
part because of political organizing in the 1930s and changing views about 
race during World War II, new ideas were germinating. Black women’s 
household labor became a contested terrain on which racial politics played 
out in the postwar era. The emerging civil rights movement—and 
household workers’ participation in campaigns like the Montgomery bus 
boycott—provided a forum in which household workers could speak out, 
creating their own “conversations” about domestic labor. Their voices were 
critical to reshaping not only Jim Crow segregation and the dominant 
stereotypes of black domestics, but African American women’s status as 
marginalized and invisible workers. 


DOMESTIC WORK AND THE POLITICS OF RACE 


Prior to World War II, domestic work was one of the few occupations open 
to African American women and was weighted with a long history of 
slavery, servitude, and racial oppression.2 Black women labored in the 
homes of white southerners, serving a cultural as well as economic function 
in that their subordination reinforced white racial power. Black women’s 
work in white homes was characterized by economic and sexual 
exploitation, as well as the denial of black women’s humanity and 
motherhood. Predatory white male employers wielded their power to 
sexually abuse or harass black women employed in their homes. White 
female employers maintained nearly complete control over the outward 
behavior and actions of domestics, determining what they wore, what they 
ate, where they ate, which bathrooms they used, and the specific ways they 
carried out their responsibilities. Both live-in and day workers put in 
extremely long hours, thus inhibiting their ability to effectively parent their 
own children. Moreover, the low pay, lack of benefits, and master-servant 
character of the relationship degraded the economic value of African 
American women’s labor. 

The story of domestic labor in the United States is not solely an African 
American one. During the nineteenth and into the twentieth centuries, 
native-born white and immigrant European women, including those of Irish, 
German, and Scandinavian descent, comprised a significant portion of the 
domestic labor force in the Northeast and Midwest. For them, as for all 
domestic help, the household was a site of exploitation. Irish Catholic 
immigrants, in particular, experienced discrimination and social 
marginalization stemming from stereotypes of Irish workers as uncivilized 
and insolent. Native-born white domestics, on the other hand, were highly 
desired by white employers. For most native-born and European immigrant 
women, however, domestic work was a temporary occupation, engaged in 
prior to marriage. Women of color—African American, Latina, Asian, and 
Native American—denied access to other jobs, worked as domestics out of 
necessity even after they had their own families. They experienced 
household labor as an “occupational ghetto.”” Throughout the former slave 
South, African American women were the primary domestic-service labor 
force. In the Southwest, Mexican and Mexican American women, and in 


the West, Japanese and Chinese women, as well as some Asian men in the 
nineteenth century, were employed as household servants.® 

During the first two decades of the twentieth century, industrialization 
and the rise of the service sector generated more opportunities for working- 
class white women, who rapidly exited domestic work for jobs in garment 
factories, department stores, the telephone industry, and offices.2 The 
curtailment of European immigration in the 1920s further limited the 
number of domestics available from across the Atlantic. These trends 
resulted in a shortage of white and European-immigrant domestic workers, 
and women of color became the vast majority of domestic workers in all 
regions of the country. From 1900 to 1950 the number of white female 
household employees declined from 1.3 million to 542,000. The number of 
nonwhite domestic workers increased from 567,000 to 796,000.10 Attempts 
to recruit working-class white women as well as migrant domestic workers 
from Jamaica, Puerto Rico, the Bahamas, and Barbados were only 
marginally successful. Northern employers more commonly turned to 
agencies that recruited African American women from the South.!! As the 
number of private household workers declined overall, African American 
women became a greater proportion of the workforce. In 1900 black 
women constituted 28 percent of domestic workers; by 1950 they were 60 
percent.!2 

African American women’s predominance in the field of household labor 
tied the occupation more closely to the history of race and slavery, and this 
fueled a battle between black and white communities to define the racial 
politics of domestic labor.!3 Southern whites—and many northern whites— 
romanticized the mammy figure, an African American woman who 
represented the ideal loyal servant and embodied a harmonious view of race 
relations.14 Dominant white society used the stereotype of the mammy to 
justify African American women’s status as household laborers and to 
reconstitute racial hierarchies. For the black community, domestic service 
became a powerful symbol of racial exploitation and a platform for the 
assertion of black women’s rights. Middle- and working-class African 
Americans challenged both the constellation of ideas that associated 
African American women with household labor and the social and 
economic arrangements that confined African American women to this 
occupation. Household workers themselves turned to both the legacy of 
slavery and the nature of their work to formulate critiques of black 


working-class life. Thus black domestic-worker organizing had its own 
strategic legacy: it did not merely play a supportive role in the struggle for 
black freedom but generated new tactics and ideas of black activism in 
resisting the fundamental arrangements of white supremacy. The divergence 
in perspectives between blacks and whites with respect to domestic labor 
reflected and shaped broader discourses on race. 

In the early twentieth century, when a Ku Klux Klan march of twenty 
thousand people paraded through the streets of the nation’s capital, when 
African Americans were systematically denied the right to vote through poll 
taxes, literacy tests, and overt threats, and when white mobs rampaged 
through black communities inflicting terror and deadly violence, some 
white southerners sought to rewrite the history of slavery and race relations 
through the elevation and reverence of the mammy figure. Indeed, the 
period from the 1890s through the 1940s experienced a “Mammy craze,” in 
the words of the scholar Cheryl Thurber.!° The mammy became a source of 
comfort when racial strife was heightened, and provided concrete evidence 
for whites that the paternal southern order made African Americans happy. 
A white construction emerging from the defense of slavery in the 1830s, the 
mammy symbolized a content and loyal household worker who nurtured 
and protected white children. As historian Kimberly Wallace-Sanders puts 
it, “mammy” was “a code word for appropriately subordinate black 
behavior.”!© The mammy figured prominently in advertising, the arts, and 
literature at the beginning of the twentieth century, as white northerners and 
southerners attempted to put the divisiveness and resentment of the Civil 
War behind them and mask contemporary racial violence. The black 
mammy issued from a fictionalized tale of stable race relations marked by 
mutual dependence and familial love. In 1936, Margaret Mitchell’s novel 
Gone with the Wind generated a national commercial audience for the 
stereotyped figure; the character of Mammy is a caricatured, heavyset black 
servant who demonstrates unwavering loyalty to the O’Hara family over 
three generations. The astounding success of the book and film suggests 
how comfortable white Americans were with the idealized image of the 
black maid. 

White southerners paid homage to the mammy figure in countless ways. 
The United Daughters of the Confederacy, an organization of white 
southern women whose name implies a commitment to the vision of a slave 
South, went so far as to launch a campaign in 1924 to build a federally 


funded national “black mammy” monument in the nation’s capital. African 
American activists, many of whom were part of the New Negro cultural 
movement promoting racial pride, furiously opposed the congressional bill, 
claiming that the proposed monument glorified slavery and black 
subservience.!7 For them the mammy figure was a distortion of the 
historical record, reflecting a paternalism that continued to shape domestic 
worker—employer relations into the twentieth century. African American 
activist Mary Church Terrell, one of the most outspoken opponents of the 
proposed monument, wrote that if it were built, “there are thousands of 
colored men and women who will fervently pray that on some stormy night 
the lightning will strike it and the heavenly elements will send it crashing to 
the ground.”!8 African American opposition to the legislation carried the 
day. The bill passed the Senate but died in the House, and the monument 
was never built. 


THE 1930s AND 1940s: “EVERY DOMESTIC WORKER A 
UNION WORKER” 


As difficult as the economic collapse of 1929 and subsequent Great 
Depression was for many Americans, the situation for black domestic 
workers was dire. With twenty-five percent of the nation unemployed, work 
was especially hard to come by and, for those lucky enough to find a job, 
exploitation was rampant. As family incomes dwindled, employers fired 
domestic workers, reduced rates of pay, or simply squeezed more work out 
of their employees. 

Through their writing and activism, a group of radical black women drew 
public attention to the plight of African American women working as day 
laborers during this period. In 1935 investigative journalist Marvel Cooke 
and activist Ella Baker coauthored a widely circulated article about what 
they called the “slave market” of domestic labor. The article, published in 
the NAACP’s magazine, Crisis, cast light on an estimated two hundred 
informal markets in New York City—essentially street corners—where 
African American women waited in hopes of being hired for the day by 
white employers. “Rain or shine, cold or hot, you will find them there— 
Negro women, old and young—sometimes bedraggled, sometimes neatly 
dressed . . . waiting expectantly for Bronx housewives to buy their strength 


and energy.” Cooke and Baker highlighted the vulnerability of these 
workers: “Often, her day’s slavery is rewarded with a single dollar bill or 
whatever her unscrupulous employer pleases to pay. More often, the clock 
is set back for an hour or more. Too often she is sent away without any pay 
at all.”19 

Over the next several years, Cooke, often posing as a domestic worker, 
wrote a series of articles in the New York Amsterdam News exposing the 
harrowing experiences of the city’s black domestic workers. Because of 
public attention to the condition of household laborers, New York mayor 
Fiorello La Guardia established the Committee on Street Corner Markets, 
outlawed the hiring of women off the street, and opened two employment 
offices to combat exploitative practices. In the postwar period, Cooke 
carried on her crusade to document the ongoing abuses of domestic 
workers, writing a five-part series on domestic work in 1950 for the leftist 
newspaper the Daily Compass. Despite modest gains made during the war 
years, Cooke argued that slave markets had reappeared and that African 
American women were once again experiencing declining job 
opportunities.29 

Street-corner markets became a graphic example of racism and the 
legacy of slavery. The image of poor African American women being 
subjected to a latter-day slave market and mistreated by white employers 
with impunity fueled a commitment to reform. Stories about the abuses 
were repeated and passed down in African American families. Some three 
decades after the 1930s slave markets, these stories would be claimed and 
retold by household workers who were developing a mass movement to 
transform the occupation. 





Bronx Slave Market, 170th Street, New York City, 1938 
(Smithsonian American Art Museum, photograph by Robert McNeill) 


Cooke was part of a network of African American women activists that 
included Alice Childress and Claudia Jones, a journalist with the 
Communist Party USA’s newspaper the Daily Worker. Esther Cooper 
Jackson, who had worked with the Southern Negro Youth Congress and 
wrote a master’s thesis challenging the widespread belief that household 
workers could not be unionized—the first study of its kind—also 
participated in this circle of activists; as did Louise Thompson Patterson, a 
central figure in the Harlem Renaissance who led a group of black artists 
and intellectuals to the Soviet Union in 1932. These mostly middle-class 
black women, politicized during the economic turmoil and mass 
mobilization of the 1930s, were members of the Communist Party.2! They 
established friendships and collaborated on building organizations for social 
change such as Sojourners for Truth and Justice, a short-lived early 1950s 
black radical feminist group that made domestic work central to its agenda. 


They worked with the National Negro Labor Council, which was 
committed to organizing domestics, and formulated an intellectual analysis 
of domestic labor that challenged the strictly class-based Marxist analysis. 
These black feminists produced a body of work that theorized the place of 
domestic labor in working-class politics and social change. In 1936 
Patterson, examining the interconnections of race, class, and gender, 
published a groundbreaking essay in the Communist Party magazine 
Woman Today. “Toward a Brighter Dawn” analyzed the “triple exploitation” 
domestic workers experienced, “as workers, as Negroes, and as women,” 
and called for unionization.22 Similarly, Jones, in a 1949 article, “An End to 
the Neglect of the Problems of the Negro Woman!” argued that “Negro 
women... are the most oppressed stratum of the whole population.” She 
insisted that slave markets and mammy stereotypes that trapped African 
American women in a cycle of exploitation “must be combatted and 
rejected.” She also argued that household workers exhibited the 
revolutionary and leadership potential necessary for political organizing.2° 
The historian Mary Helen Washington believes that Childress’s Like One of 
the Family was a literary response to Jones’s call for thinking about 
household workers as political agents.24 

Cooke, Jones, and other black feminists supported groups such as the 
New York—based Domestic Workers Union (DWU) led by Dora Jones, an 
African American domestic worker from Sunnyside, Queens. Formed in 
1934, the DWU was part of a spate of domestic-worker organizing in the 
1930s, one of dozens of such formations around the country.2° With bases 
in several New York City neighborhoods, the DWU had an estimated one 
thousand African American and Finnish members, but soon became almost 
entirely black. They organized in public parks, apartment buildings, and in 
the “slave marts” to establish decent wage rates and pressure other workers 
to refuse to work for less. According to historian Vanessa May, organizing 
was an opportunity for household workers to speak for themselves, and 
union members created a “community of shared experience and 
suffering.” DWU campaigned to pass state legislation to provide 
minimum wage and workers’ compensation protections for household 
workers. Participation seemed to have a tangible effect on those women 
who joined. Esther Cooper, in her 1940s master’s thesis on domestic- 
worker organizing, recounted the views of union members: “Before I 
belonged, I quit two jobs ’cause I couldn’t stand it, and then spent a month 


on the ‘slave market’ working by the day for 25c an hour. .. . I ain’t never 
been sorry that I’m a Union member and PII fight for the Union all I can.”27 
In 1936 DWU affiliated with the Building Service Employees International 
Union (BSEIU), a member of the American Federation of Labor (AFL).28 
Under the slogan “Every domestic worker a union worker,” DWU opened a 
hiring hall, required nonunion workers to join the union, and insisted that 
employers sign contracts with its members. The union built alliances with 
labor and civil rights groups and with the Women’s Trade Union League to 
lobby for minimum wage and workers’ compensation for domestic workers 
in New York State. It advocated for individual workers and organized mass 
meetings. Although hampered by a shortage of funds, opposition from 
white housewives, and a competitive labor market, DWU continued to 
operate until at least 1950, after which there is little information about its 
activities. 

The DWU prefigured the upsurge of domestic-worker organizing that 
would transform the political landscape in the postwar era. Domestic work 
assumed an important place in the politics of black left feminists of this 
period.22 Although few were domestics themselves, they were immersed in 
a world where the dividing line between the African American middle class 
and working class was easily traversed; many, like Alice Childress, had 
family members who were household workers or were working class 
themselves. These activists wrote about the importance of domestic work 
for African American women, but also articulated the radical potential of 
this workforce, helping to foster in domestic workers a subjectivity of 
dignity and resistance. They unequivocally rejected the mammy stereotype 
and placed domestic work firmly within discussions of class, race, and 
gender. They suggested that, as the most oppressed labor sector, domestic 
workers’ mobilization offered the possibility of liberating the entire 
working class. These black feminists saw black domestic labor not simply 
as evidence of exploitation, but as an avenue for political mobilization. The 
political and cultural connections between black activists and intellectuals 
and their working-class and poor counterparts formed the basis of an 
alliance as the domestic workers’ rights movement burgeoned in the 
postwar period. 

The black household workers that made up the domestic workers’ rights 
movement in the 1960s and 1970s probably hadn’t read Claudia Jones or 
Marvel Cooke. They may not even have heard of them. Indeed, Cold War 


repression and witch hunts for Communists and Communist sympathizers 
ensured the marginalization of these black women activists and blunted 
their connection to the emerging civil rights movement.2? But domestic 
workers who organized in the postwar period drew on the same history and 
collective knowledge. 


A NEw Era: “My FEETs Is TIRED, BUT My SOUL Is 
RESTED” 


Although the postwar period brought the Cold War and a stifled political 
climate, it also generated critiques of the racial status quo. World War II 
ushered in dramatic political and economic changes and new sensibilities 
about race that shaped the politics of domestic labor. A newfound sense of 
freedom and political possibility—no doubt bolstered by anticolonial 
movements and the rhetoric of self-determination—became evident among 
African Americans who engaged in the black freedom movement in the 
1950s. And domestic workers were a critical component of that movement. 
Although many of its vignettes were written earlier, Alice Childress’s Like 
One of the Family was published in 1956, in the midst of the Montgomery 
bus boycott, a campaign that showcased the power and resistance of 
domestic workers. 

Perhaps no civil rights protest in the 1950s better reflected emerging 
domestic worker agitation than the Montgomery bus boycott. Thousands of 
working-class black women in Montgomery, Alabama, many of whom were 
household workers, participated in and supported the boycott, a protest 
campaign to end racial discrimination in the city’s public transportation 
system. According to one study, at the start of the protest over half of black 
women workers in Montgomery were employed in white homes.?! These 
women relied on public transportation on a daily basis to get to their places 
of employment. Without their support, the bus boycott, quite simply, would 
never have succeeded. 

Middle-class black women were critical to initiating and sustaining the 
protest. The Women’s Political Council, a civil rights group founded in 
Montgomery, had been meeting for years and discussing a possible citywide 
bus boycott. It had a distributional network in place and was ready to 
launch such a protest at a moment’s notice.°2 Martin Luther King Jr. would 


become the primary spokesperson of the yearlong boycott, bringing him to 
national attention. Less prominent in the boycott’s retelling are the working- 
class and poor black women who were the grassroots base of the 
movement, whose voices are often muted. The iconic black maid dutifully 
supporting the boycott by refusing to ride the buses after a long and 
exhausting workday is an image closely associated with the national 
narrative of the boycott. In some ways the representation of the maid in the 
movement fed popular stereotypes of the loyal black mammy—although in 
the service of the movement rather than the white family. She is strong but 
not confrontational; tired but determined, as evidenced in the oft-repeated 
quote attributed to Mother Pollard, a poor elderly black woman who, when 
asked if she was tired, replied: “My feets is tired, but my soul is rested.” 

In reality, domestic workers played a significant and complicated role in 
the boycott. They filled the pews at mass meetings and served as the foot 
soldiers that made the boycott a success, and they also exhibited leadership 
by raising money and mobilizing others in the community to support the 
campaign. They used their domestic skills in the service of the protest (by 
selling food they had cooked to raise funds, for example), and the political 
leverage they gained from civil rights activism in their day-to-day dealings 
with their employers. The disruptions of the boycott transformed their 
relationships with their employers, emboldening the workers and fostering a 
sense of militancy. 


“Stop TREATING Us LIKE Docs” 


With the arrest of Rosa Parks, most Montgomery maids knew their time had 
come. In early 1956, a couple of months after the boycott began, 
researchers from Nashville’s historically black Fisk University conducted 
interviews of household workers in Montgomery under the supervision of 
African American sociologists Preston and Bonita Valien. The racial 
background of the interviewers is not specified, but the recorded black 
vernacular of the interviewees, seemingly exaggerated in the original 
transcripts, reflects class or intellectual bias. Nevertheless, the content of 
the interviews is an important window into a sector of the African 
American community and captures the sentiment of household workers at 
the start of the boycott. 


One of the workers interviewed, Allean Wright, a cook in her late forties, 
spoke of her joy upon hearing about the boycott: “I felt good, I felt like 
shoutin’ . . . because the time had come for them to stop treating us like 
dogs.”33 The hardship of domestic labor as well as ongoing mistreatment 
had taken its toll. “This stuff has been going on for a long time,” remarked 
Beatrice Charles, a forty-five-year-old maid. “To tell you the truth, it’s been 
happening ever since I came here before the war. ... But... in the last few 
years they’ve been getting worse and worse.”24 Another domestic worker, 
in her late sixties, explained: “Honey, I have washed and iron[ed] clothes 
till my legs and body ached. . . . [What] does it matter if . . . I still ache, 
*cause my mind is now at peace with God, ’cause we’re doing what’s right 
and right always win out.”35 Gussie Nesbitt, a fifty-three-year-old domestic 
and a member of the NAACP, echoed this sentiment. “I walked because I 
wanted everything to be better for us. Before the boycott, we were stuffed 
in the back of the bus just like cattle. And if we got to a seat, we couldn’t sit 
down in that seat. We had to stand up over that seat. I work hard all day, and 
I had to stand up all the way home, because I couldn’t have a seat on the 
bus. And if you sit down on the bus, the bus driver would say, ‘Let me have 
that seat, Nigger.’ And you’d have to get up.”36 Irene Stovall had ridden the 
buses for fifteen years and had been at the bus stop talking about the poor 
treatment of African American riders when she first heard about the 
boycott. “When I got home,” she recalled, “Junior came runnin’ [in] with 
the paper, ‘Momma they say don’t ride the buses.’ I said, Lord you... 
answered my prayer.”37 So despite the physically taxing nature of their 
labor and the sacrifices they would have to make to participate in the 
campaign, domestic workers expressed unequivocal support for the boycott. 

Rosa Parks, whose arrest initiated the boycott, became the symbol of the 
mistreatment of African American women in the segregated South. One 
domestic worker observed that they were boycotting the buses because 
Montgomery was a “Jim Crow” town, and they “put one of our 
[re]spectable ladies in jail.” She continued, saying that she could only take 
so much and “soon you [get] full.”3° Beatrice Charles explained: “I had 
heard about Rosa Parks getting put in jail because she would not get up and 
stand so a white man could sit down. Well, I got a little mad, you know how 
it is when you hear how white folks treat us.” After she heard about the 
boycott, Beatrice recalled: “I felt good. I said this is what we should do. So 


I got on the phone and called all my friends and told them, and they said 
they wouldn’t ride.”39 

The boycott demonstrated a level of cross-class alliance between the 
protest’s middle-class organizers and leaders, who saw their fate tied to the 
larger black community, and the workers whose support for the boycott was 
critical to its success. Dealy Cooksey, a domestic worker about forty years 
old, described the tension this alliance created in her relationship with her 
employer. “Dealy, why don’t you ride the bus?” her employer, who drove 
her home most days after work, asked her shortly after the boycott began. 
Reverend King is “making a fool out of you people.” Dealy replied angrily: 
“Don’t you say nothing about Rev. King. . . . He went to school and made 
something out of hisself, and now he’s trying to help us. Y’all white folks 
done kept us blind long enough. We got our eyes open and ain’t gonna let 
you close them back. I don’t mean to be sassy, but when you talk bout Rev. 
King I gets mad. Y’all white folks work us to death and don’t pay nothing.” 
Her employer retorted: “But Dealy, I pay you.” Dealy challenged her: 
“What do you pay, just tell me? I’m ashamed to tell folks what I work for.” 
Dealy was not about to be swayed by her employer’s words: “I walked to 
work the first day and can walk now. If you don’t want to bring me, I ain’t 
begging, and I sure ain’t getting back on the bus and don’t you never say 
nothing about Rev. King.”49 

Dealy’s no-nonsense attitude toward her employer is echoed by many of 
the domestic workers interviewed. In speaking about the protest, domestic 
workers were less constrained by notions of decorum and propriety than the 
middle-class leaders of the boycott. In contrast, the question of 
respectability occupied the minds of boycott leaders from the outset, 
especially regarding who would become its symbol. This had to be, they 
argued, an upstanding citizen of the community, someone beyond reproach. 
Despite her working-class status, Rosa Parks’s genteel and soft-spoken 
demeanor more easily fit into traditional standards of respectability and she 
was carefully cultivated to become that symbol even to the point of 
rewriting her own personal history.41 And she was chosen at the expense of 
others who had been arrested for violating local segregation laws. Claudette 
Colvin was a young black teenager who was arrested several months before 
Parks for violating the city’s segregation laws. Even though Colvin was a 
straight A student, she was visibly pregnant at the time of the arrest and 
that, coupled with her working-class status—her mother was a maid and her 


father a yard worker—made her a less-than-ideal symbol of black protest. 
Although city leaders decided not to call a boycott, Colvin’s arrest garnered 
a wellspring of support within Montgomery’s black community. A few 
months later, in October 1955, Mary Louise Smith, an eighteen-year-old 
maid, was arrested and fined for refusing to give her seat to a white 
woman. Smith’s working-class status also proved to be an obstacle to her 
becoming a symbol of black resistance in Montgomery. These decisions 
reflected the politics of respectability that shaped the Montgomery bus 
boycott and the civil rights movement more broadly.4° 

The upstandingness of Rosa Parks, the dignified restraint of Martin 
Luther King, the self-possession of well-dressed college students taking 
part in lunch counter sit-ins—all are examples of movement leaders making 
their public claim to political rights.44 But domestic workers and other 
activists at the grassroots level provided an important counterpoint to their 
middle-class counterparts: they didn’t hesitate to tell it like it is, and their 
testimony reveals an awakening political sensibility.45 

The experience of Willie Mae Wallace, a store cleaner in her thirties, may 
not have been typical, but it is indicative of the fed-up attitude of some 
working-class people who rode the buses in segregated Montgomery. She 
explained: “One morning I got on the bus and I had a nickel and five 
pennies. I put the nickel in and showed him the five pennies. You know 
how they do you. You put five pennies in there, and they say you didn’t. 
And do you know that bastard cussed me out. He called me bastards, 
whores and when he called me a mother F—, I got mad and I put my hand 
on my razor. I looked at him and told him ‘Your mammy was a son-of-a- 
bitch, that’s why she had you bitch. And if you so bad, get up out of that 
seat.’ I rode four blocks, then I went to the front door and backed off the 
bus, and I was just hoping he’d get up . . . but he didn’t say nothing. 
Colored folks ain’t like they use to be,” she went on to say. “They ain’t 
scared no more. Guns don’t scare us. . . . I don’t mind dying, but I sure Lord 
am taking a white bastard with me.”46 

The militant attitudes of domestic workers carried over into their work 
relationships. The boycott emboldened them to speak out. The conventional 
wisdom among white employers held that domestic workers were meek and 
submissive and that the boycott was a result of outsider agitation. Employer 
interviews seem to confirm this. As Mrs. H. N. Blackwell, for example, 
asserted, “I can tell you that the Negroes I have talked to about it aren’t 


interested in the issue and say they wish it hadn’t come up. . . . Certainly 
none of the maids who work out here would cause any trouble.” She was 
convinced that refusal to ride the buses was not their own decision: “You 
know they are superstitious, emotional people and if their preachers tell 
them something will happen if they ride the buses I believe that many of 
them might be afraid.”4” According to Mrs. Lydia S. Prim, “Everything was 
all right before those radicals came in and started stirring up trouble.”4® 
This attitude was also reflected in certain sectors of the black community. In 
the days after Rosa Parks was arrested, civil rights leader E. D. Nixon 
charged black ministers to publicly support the boycott when he told them, 
“Tt’s time to take the aprons off.”49 The gendered language was intended to 
shame African American men into taking a stronger stand against white 
oppression. Fear was a powerful force that shaped what many, including 
King, described as complacency within Montgomery’s black community. 
Interviews with domestic workers suggest that concerns over losing their 
jobs had discouraged some from adopting a more visible role. 

As the Montgomery protest garnered national attention, domestic 
workers who had been hesitant to speak out gained strength from the 
community mobilization. Willie Mae Wallace, a store cleaner, experienced 
ongoing harassment during the boycott from a white woman who worked 
with her. When her coworker asked if she rode the bus, Willie Mae 
responded that she did not and was not going to. The woman gave her a 
hard time all day. Finally, Willie Mae confronted her. “I told her if she 
didn’t like the way I did it to do it herself. She didn’t hire me and, she sure 
couldn’t fire me. She bristled all up like she wanted to hit me. I said, ‘Look, 
my ma was black and she’s resting [deceased] and the white woman ain’t 
been born that would hit me and live. The police might get me, but when 
they do, yov’ll be three D: Dead, Damned and Delivered.’”5° 

The husband of Irene Stovall’s employer was a city bus driver. One 
evening the employer told her to come by and pick up some bacon grease, 
but “she told me don’t let her husband see it because he had instructed her 
not to give Irene anything else.” Then, she asked: “Irene, what happened at 
the meeting last night?” When Irene responded that they sang and prayed, 
her employer got angry and called her a liar. “Now listen, I know we [sang] 
and prayed, and if you don’t believe me, YOU go to the meeting for 
yourself.” Irene was furious that her employer would try to get information 
out of her and said to herself: “She must take me for a fool—think Ill come 


back here and puke everything my folks says to her, and then for some little 
old stinking bacon grease.” Her employer shot back: “Irene, I didn’t know 
you was so damn stupid. . . . I didn’t know you were scared to ride the bus.” 
Irene was so infuriated, she told her employer off. “I told her that I was not 
scared to ride the bus, I’d ride if I want to, but her husband never would get 
a dime from me no more.” She explained that she joined the boycott 
because she wanted to, and that she remained in the South in order to help 
her people. Her employer responded: “You know we could starve y’all 
maids for a month.” Irene, using the full weight of her words as well as her 
two-hundred-pound frame to her advantage, retorted: “I pity anybody who 
waits fur me to starve. They’ll be waiting for a long time.” Despite the 
heated exchange, Irene’s boss continued to pay her wages and bus fare, but 
Irene decided, “I better quit before I have to beat her . . . She heard me say 
[a] heap of time that if you hit me, I hit back and I ain’t big for nothing.”5>1 

The complexity of the mistress-maid relationship came to the fore during 
the boycott. In their actions, domestic workers disproved the loyal mammy 
myth of popular culture, agitating and maneuvering to improve their lot. 
The boycott created an opening for workers to express their political views 
and to question the terms of their employment. White employers expressed 
surprise at the dissatisfaction vocalized by domestics. And many were taken 
aback by the overt militancy exhibited by their workers. At the same time, 
many employers inadvertently aided the boycott by driving their maids to 
work or giving them cab fare, because they depended upon domestics to 
keep their households running. This became evident when the mayor of 
Montgomery, Tacky Gayle, urged white housewives not to drive their maids 
to and from work. White employers responded angrily and suggested that 
the mayor come do their household chores for them.52 Even at the expense 
of aiding the boycott, employers were not willing to do without their maids. 
Domestic workers were indispensable to the white community and played a 
pivotal role in the effort to establish a new politics of race relations in 
Montgomery. 

The interviews of Montgomery’s domestic workers make clear black 
domestics’ desire to challenge the status quo. The boycott, which proved an 
overwhelming success, emboldened domestic workers in their workspaces 
as well as in public spaces, even though they were isolated employees. The 
key issues that plagued them in the workplace—unfair treatment and denial 
of their humanity—were also in play on the city buses. Domestic workers 


not only supported the boycott and made it part of their own struggle, but, 
as Georgia Gilmore’s story illustrates, they also provided leadership. 


GEORGIA GILMORE: “WE RATHER WALK” 


Georgia Gilmore, who moved to Montgomery in 1920, became a leading 
advocate for household laborers. She lived in Centennial Hill, a middle- 
class African American community with a thriving black business sector on 
Montgomery’s east side, near the state capitol. A large woman who 
weighed over three hundred pounds, Gilmore was a single mother of six. 
Like most black women in the South, she earned her living through her 
knowledge and skill as a domestic—although she did so in multiple 
settings. Gilmore worked as a nurse and a midwife, delivering babies in the 
black community. She was employed as a cook in a cafeteria and also a 
maid in private households.°° She put those skills to use during the 
Montgomery bus boycott, raising money, feeding demonstrators, and 
creating meeting spaces, yet her name is relatively unknown today. 

Gilmore understood that household workers’ refusal to ride the buses was 
indispensable to the boycott’s success. “Because you see they were maids, 
cooks,” she said. “And they was the one that really and truly kept the bus 
running. And after the maids and the cooks stopped riding the bus, well the 
bus didn’t have any need to run.”54 Her support for the boycott was rooted 
in part in her own experiences on the city buses. As was typical for 
working-class black people in Montgomery, Gilmore didn’t own a car. She 
was a regular bus rider with few other transportation options. Gilmore 
shared her experience of riding on the city buses when she testified at the 
1956 trial of Martin Luther King: “Many times I have been standing 
without any white people on the bus and have taken seats, and when the 
driver sees you he says, ‘You have to move because those seats aren’t for 
you Negroes.’”55 Gilmore’s elderly mother also encountered difficulties. 
Gilmore recounted one experience that not only demonstrated the callous 
disregard for her mother’s physical limitations, but the vicious racial insults 
that accompanied it: “She was an old person and it was hard for her to get 
in and out of the bus except the front door. The bus was crowded that 
evening with everybody coming home from work. She went to the front 
door to get on the bus, and this bus driver was mean and surly, and when 
she asked him if she could get in the front door he said she would have to 





go around and get in the back door, and she said she couldn’t get in, the 
steps were too high. He said she couldn’t go in the front door. He said, ‘You 
damn niggers are all alike. You don’t want to do what you are told. If I had 
my way I would kill off every nigger person.’ ”56 

In October 1955, before Rosa Parks’s arrest, Gilmore had another in a 
long series of unpleasant encounters with city bus drivers, which prompted 
her to begin her own one-woman boycott. During Friday-afternoon rush 
hour, Gilmore boarded a packed Oak Park bus. There were two white 
passengers; the rest were African Americans. Although she didn’t know the 
driver’s name, she recognized him. “This bus driver is tall, hair red, and has 
freckles, and wears glasses. He is a very nasty bus driver.” After she paid 
her fare, the driver told her to get off the bus and enter through the rear 
door. She pleaded with him to let her stand there, since she was already on 
the bus and most of the riders were African Americans in any case. The 
driver refused. “So, I got off the front door and went around the side of the 
bus to get in the back door, and when I reached the back door and was about 
to get on he shut the back door and pulled off, and I didn’t even ride the bus 
after paying my fare. So, I decided right then and there I wasn’t going to 
ride the busses any more. . . . And so I haven’t missed the busses because I 
really don’t have to ride them. . . . I haven’t returned to the busses—I 
walk.”57 This kind of individual protest was not unheard of among black 
women in Montgomery before the bus boycott. 


THE CLUB FROM NOWHERE 


A few months after her decision to stop riding the city buses, Gilmore heard 
a radio broadcast announcing the arrest of Rosa Parks. At the time, she was 
working at a white-owned segregated restaurant in Montgomery, the 
National Lunch Company. After a hugely successful one-day boycott of 
Montgomery’s buses the Monday after Parks’s arrest, a community meeting 
was convened to discuss a course of action. Gilmore was one of several 
thousand people who attended the evening gathering at Holt Street Baptist 
Church. Organizers had to set up speakers to accommodate the overflow 
crowd. Gilmore was moved by what she heard, especially the speech by the 
young Reverend Martin Luther King, who declared in his address, “There 
comes a time when people get tired of being trampled over by the iron feet 
of oppression.” Gilmore was impressed: “I never cared too much for 


preachers, but I listened to him preach that night. And the things he said 
were things I believed in.”58 The community members in attendance 
overwhelmingly supported the decision to continue the boycott indefinitely 
under the leadership of the newly formed Montgomery Improvement 
Association (MIA). 

Gilmore, of course, had no intention of riding the buses. She was fed up, 
and welcomed the opportunity to engage in collective protest. She 
explained: “Sometime I walked by myself and sometime I walked with 
different people, and I began to enjoy walking, because for so long I guess I 
had this convenient ride until I had forgot about how well it would be to 
walk. I walked a mile, maybe two miles, some days. Going to and from. A 
lot of times, some of the young whites would come along and they would 
say, ‘Nigger, don’t you know it’s better to ride the bus than it is to walk?’ 
And we would say, ‘No, cracker, no. We rather walk.’ I was the kind of 
person who would be fiery. I didn’t mind fighting with you.”59 

The Monday- and Thursday-night meetings, part organizing committee, 
part solidarity rally, became a regular occurrence in Montgomery as the 
boycott dragged on. The large crowds, led by middle-class ministers but 
made up overwhelmingly of black working-class women, were enthusiastic 
and lively. Gilmore showed up almost without fail to the gatherings. 

As became clear early on, the boycott was expensive to run and maintain. 
Coordination was a massive undertaking and included fundraising, 
publicity, legal representation, security patrols, as well as the providing of 
alternative transportation in the form of an organized carpool for protesters. 
The Montgomery Improvement Association needed money to operate the 
carpool and assist people who had been arrested, fined, or fired for 
participation in the protest. The carpool was an extensive citywide network 
with three hundred vehicles and forty-two pickup and drop-off points. 
Coordinators rented or borrowed vehicles, hired drivers, and paid for gas 
and insurance. Gilmore looked for a way that she could best help out. 
According to Johnnie Carr, a member of the Women’s Political Council and 
longtime friend of Rosa Parks: “Georgia just got it into her mind that she 
was going to raise money for the Movement. And if Georgia was raising 
money, she was doing it through food.”60 Gilmore recounted: “We collected 
$14 from amongst ourselves and bought some chickens, bread and lettuce, 
started cooking and made up a bundle of sandwiches for the big rally. We 
had a lot of our club members who were hard-pressed and couldn’t give 


more than a quarter or half-dollar, but all knew how to raise money. We 
started selling sandwiches and went from there to selling full dinners in our 
neighborhoods and we’d bake pies and cakes for people.”®! 

Gilmore founded the Club from Nowhere, an organization of maids, 
service workers, and cooks seeking to aid the boycott. The name was an 
attempt to shield members from the consequences of openly supporting the 
boycott. “Some colored folks or Negroes could afford to stick out their 
necks more than others because they had independent incomes,” Gilmore 
explained, “but some just couldn’t afford to be called ‘ring leaders’ and 
have the white folks fire them. So when we made our financial reports to 
the MIA officers we had them record us as the money coming from 
nowhere. “The Club from Nowhere.’”®2 Only Gilmore knew who made and 
bought the food and who donated money. The underground network of 
cooks went door-to-door selling sandwiches, pies, and cakes, and collecting 
donations. The proceeds were then turned over to boycott leaders. 
Donations came from whites as well as blacks. That “was very nice of the 
people because so many of the people who didn’t attend the mass meetings 
would give the donation to help keep the carpool going.”®3 

The campaign spread to other neighborhoods. According to Gilmore: 
“Well, in order to make the mass meeting and the boycott be a success and 
that keep the car pool running, we decided that the peoples on the south side 
would get a club and the peoples on the west side would get a club.”64 The 
various groups competed, each trying to raise more money than the other. 
“When we’d raise as much as $300 for a Monday night rally, then we 
knowed we was on our way for $500 on Thursday night.”©5 Gilmore offered 
the money at the Monday-night mass meetings to wild cheers and 
thunderous applause. 

When Gilmore’s boss at the National Lunch Company learned of her 
activism, she was fired and blacklisted. Unfortunately, retaliation was not 
uncommon during the boycott; both E. D. Nixon and Martin Luther King 
had their homes bombed, and Rosa Parks lost her job at the department 
store where she worked as a seamstress. Gilmore had little choice but to 
turn these impediments into opportunities. Martin Luther King encouraged 
her to cook out of her own home and even helped her financially.°° When 
the city tried to shut her down, King helped her remodel her kitchen to meet 
city standards. Gilmore awoke at four o’clock in the morning and, in her 
small kitchen, began preparations to make stuffed pork chops, meat loaf, 


barbecued ribs, fried fish, spaghetti in meat sauce, collard greens and black- 
eyed peas, stuffed bell peppers, com muffins, bread pudding, and sweet 
potato pies. She cooked lunch daily out of her kitchen for people involved 
in the boycott, including King.®” Although she had no restaurant seating, 
people showed up at her house to eat, squeezing around the dining room 
table or sitting and eating on the couch. King, who called her Tiny, 
frequented her house, often bringing guests or holding clandestine meetings 
at her home.®® According to Reverend Al Dixon: “Dr. King needed a place 
where he could go. You know, he couldn’t go just anywhere and eat. He 
needed someplace where he could not only trust the people around him but 
also trust the food. And that was Georgia’s.”©9 Gilmore’s dining room table 
became a meeting space connecting blacks and whites, working class and 
middle class in the civil rights movement: professors, politicians, lawyers, 
clerical workers, police officers. She served such well-known figures as 
Morris Dees of the Southern Poverty Law Center, Lyndon Johnson, and 
John Kennedy. In this context, cooking became a conduit for political 
connections.7? 

Reverend Thomas E. Jordan, pastor of Lilly Baptist Church, reflected on 
Gilmore’s role in the boycott: “I think Georgia Teresa Gilmore was one of 
the unsung heroines of the Civil Rights Movement. She was not a formally 
educated woman, but she had that mother wit. She had a tough mind but a 
tender heart. You know, Martin Luther King often talked about the ground 
crew, the unknown people who work to keep the plane in the air. She was 
not really recognized for who she was, but had it not been for people like 
Georgia Gilmore, Martin Luther King Jr. would not have been who he 
was.”71 

Like other domestic workers, Gilmore was less constrained by social 
niceties than movement leaders. As Alabama State professor Benjamin 
Simms, who served as head of the MIA’s transportation committee, 
commented: “She’s a sweet woman, but don’t rub her the wrong way. 
Would you believe that this charming woman once beat up a white man 
who had mistreated one of her children. He owned a grocery store, and Mrs. 
Gilmore marched into his place and wrung him out.”72 

Black domestic workers like Gilmore were service workers with a 
particular set of skills that could be utilized for political mobilization. Thus 
they exhibited the political agency that Claudia Jones anticipated. Their 
struggle, however, was not for class overthrow, as the black radical 


feminists of the 1930s and 1940s predicted, but transformation of the power 
structure, on city buses and in their workplaces. They sought to build cross- 
class alliances and carve out spaces of autonomy and mutual respect for the 
South’s working-class black women. Household workers were the 
quintessential “outsiders within,” to use Patricia Hill Collins’s term—privy 
to the most intimate details of white family life yet not a part of that 
family.73 Their social status and proximity to the white domestic sphere 
enabled them to wield a different kind of power in engaging in community 
action. Their intimate relationship with white households granted them 
access and knowledge unavailable to others. During the Montgomery bus 
boycott, maids surreptitiously gathered information from the white 
community. Bernice Barnett argues: “The maids, cooks, and service 
workers of the [Club from Nowhere] also had access to information in the 
homes of their White employers. As they went invisibly about their 
domestic work, the [members of the Club] were alert to news about the 
strategies and tactics of the White opposition.””4 Domestic workers used 
the very elements of domestic work—their marginalization, their insider 
status, their access to the white domestic sphere, their culinary skills—as a 
basis for subversive activity. They were instrumental in unsettling the white 
community and pushing for more egalitarian race relations. They made 
clear that the boycott was not only about equal rights, but about respect.7° 
Their claim for respect and political engagement posed a fundamental 
challenge to the long-standing “mammy” stereotype. Even though they had 
few labor rights, black domestic workers possessed power within their 
workplace that enabled them to exercise leverage over their employers. 

In one of her “conversations,” Alice Childress writes about the benefits 
of unionization and the need for domestic workers to band together. 
“Honey,” says Mildred, her protagonist, “I mean to tell you that we got a 
job that almost nobody wants! That is why we need a union! Why shouldn’t 
we have set hours and set pay just like busdrivers and other folks, why 
shouldn’t we have vacation pay and things like that?” And if employers 
don’t like the terms of the work and want to hire a nonunion person? “Well, 
then the union calls out all the folks who work in that buildin’, and we’ll 
march up and down in front of that apartment house carryin’ signs which 
will read ‘Miss So-and-so of Apartment 5B is unfair to organized 
houseworkers!’ .. . The other folks in the buildin’ will not like it, and they 
will also be annoyed ’cause their maids are out there walkin’ instead of 


upstairs doin’ the work. Can’t you see all the neighbors bangin’ on 
Apartment 5B!”76 

In her writings, Childress foreshadowed a new kind of resistance among 
black domestic workers. While the Montgomery bus boycott encouraged 
household workers to mobilize in support of the boycott and created a space 
to express dissatisfaction to their employers, it also prompted household 
workers in other parts of the country to organize independently—as workers 
—to transform an occupation that was central to working-class black 
women’s lives and the history of race in modern America. 


CHAPTER 2 


WOMEN, CIVIL RIGHTS, AND GRASSROOTS 
MOBILIZATION 


The domestic worker has been the kind of worker that has been overlooked and ignored—what I 
refer to as an invisible worker. 


—GERALDINE ROBERTS 


One December evening in 1955, Dorothy Bolden was sitting in her two- 
story bungalow in Vine City, an all-black section of Atlanta, watching 
television as she sewed clothes for her children, when she learned of Rosa 
Parks’s ordeal in Montgomery, Alabama. Parks’s story resonated deeply 
with Bolden, who like many African American domestics was often 
mistreated on her daily bus ride, a fact that compounded the disrespect she 
experienced in the workplace. As Bolden later recalled in an interview, 
“There had been some hard days with us women riding the buses trying to 
get to the houses to clean them up, work. . .. Georgia Tech students, Emory 
students would stand over you and take their elbow and hit you in the head. 
You would get up and move and then, he got the seat ’cause you didn’t 
want him bopping your head. ... You would just get up and move and get 
on farther back. You would be packed back there, but you’d squeeze in 
there some kinda way.”1 

Like other black working-class women, domestic workers relied heavily 
on public transportation to get to and from their places of employment. The 
journey home could be made more difficult if the domestic worker carried a 
“tote pan” containing leftover food, which employers sometimes gave 
workers to supplement their meager wages. While the offering might help 
feed the families of domestic workers, carrying it on a crowded bus was no 
easy task. “If you bring a pan home sometimes, [they] would knock you 
down, knock the pan out of your hand with food in it.”2 


Bolden was riveted as she watched the footage of Parks that night. In her 
mind, Parks’s act was powerfully courageous. Drawing on a wellspring of 
empathy, strongly identifying with the yearning for freedom that had 
inspired such an act, Bolden began speaking to Parks: “I was telling her to 
sit there. I know she couldn’t hear me, but I said ‘sit on down honey, don’t 
move. You tired, I know you is.’”? Ultimately, Parks’s protest and arrest 
galvanized civil rights activists and sparked the yearlong Montgomery bus 
boycott. A turning point in civil rights history, Parks’s act and the resilience 
of the mostly working-class participants of the Montgomery boycott would 
have a lasting impact on Bolden. 

Inspired by Rosa Parks, Bolden became involved in civil rights activism 
in Atlanta, going on to form the Atlanta-based National Domestic Workers 
Union of America (NDWUA), which was part of a larger movement for 
domestic workers’ rights. NDWUA would become one of the largest and 
most active local domestic workers’ rights groups. It pioneered strategies of 
organizing in public spaces, worked to enhance the individual and 
collective power of household workers, and sought to remake the public 
image of domestic workers. 

Bolden wasn’t alone—the civil rights movement nurtured, trained, and 
inspired a generation of African American women domestic workers who 
mobilized to reform household labor. Civil rights discourse tended to focus 
on voting and educational access, but poverty and job discrimination were 
widespread. For domestic-worker activists, civil and economic rights were 
inextricably linked. Many believed that economic security was the 
foundation upon which black freedom should be built. In advocating for 
domestic workers, activists and reformers would address both racial 
inequality and poverty. 

The domestic workers’ rights movement brought a new dimension to 
black working-class struggles. This was not a struggle for equal opportunity 
or individual access to previously closed occupations, but a broader 
campaign for economic rights for African American domestic workers and 
for a new definition of labor. Poor black women who worked as domestics 
were often considered outside the boundaries of “labor.” Excluded from 
most labor law protections, such as minimum wage and the right to 
organize and bargain collectively, domestic work was, in some ways, not 
considered “real work,” because of its location in the home, the low status 
of women of color, and the job’s association with women’s unpaid 


household labor. Because of this history, domestic workers were considered 
by some to be “unorganizable.”4 The occupation had few ties to unions or 
mainstream labor. Consequently, when domestic workers began to mobilize, 
they found their most reliable allies among civil rights, black power, and 
women’s organizations. They developed an alternative class and gender 
model for civil rights leadership by highlighting the voices and experiences 
of poor black women. Domestic workers in the 1960s and 1970s brought 
attention to undervalued household and reproductive labor, claimed their 
rights as workers, and in the process redefined the very meaning of work.° 


Dorothy Bolden was born in 1920 in Atlanta to Raymond Bolden and 
Georgia Mae Patterson.® Her family lived in Vine City, where her father 
worked as a chauffeur and her mother as a maid and washerwoman.’ As a 
child, Dorothy and her older brother helped their mother by picking up 
other households’ dirty laundry in a wagon and returning it clean and 
pressed after her mother washed it. Dorothy was very close to her 
grandparents, who often brought canned goods, bacon, eggs, and ham to the 
family when food was scarce. Despite her parents’ straitened circumstances, 
she had fond memories of childhood, and recalled a community filled with 
love and support, and a collective spirit—especially around child rearing 
and food. “They looked out for each other and looked out for the children. 
You didn’t have no problem with people taking care of your children... . 
Everybody looked after everybody’s child. When they feed one child, they 
feed all.”8 

An accident when she was three years old left Dorothy with poor 
eyesight that would plague her throughout her life. Despite her impaired 
vision, Dorothy began working as a domestic at the age of nine to help 
support her family. After attending a split-day session at school that ended 
at noon, she babysat, washed diapers, and did light cleaning for a Jewish 
family. Dorothy dropped out of Booker T. Washington High School in the 
eleventh grade and worked for another family from 8:00 a.m. until after 
dinner, earning three dollars a week.9 

Like many African Americans who came of age during the Great 
Migration of the 1930s and 1940s, Bolden was curious about the world and 
eager to escape the South.!0 The relentless violence, limited economic 
opportunities, and unforgiving day-to-day life under Jim Crow, combined 
with restrictions on European immigration and the wartime expansion of 


the economy, prompted six million African Americans and many poor 
whites to travel North.!! Intrigued by stories of personal freedom and 
economic advancement, Bolden, too, wanted to see the so-called promised 
land. Through her job as a domestic, she met white northerners who were 
visiting the South and, impressed with her work, agreed to pay her fare and 
a higher salary to come work for them.!2 For Bolden, the offer was an 
opportunity to travel and explore the country. She remembered her first 
journey, riding a train to Chicago at the age of seventeen. “They can tell 
when you are from the South ’cause you are scared to get on the train, you 
know, you are waiting for your turn. When somebody is being polite to you, 
you are kinda scared to accept it cause from being down South... . 
Southern people don’t treat you that way.” !3 

As a young adult, both in Atlanta and elsewhere, Dorothy held various 
jobs but always returned to domestic work. For a few years she attended a 
school for dress designers in Chicago, but was forced to drop out because of 
her poor eyesight.!4 During the war, she worked in the Sears, Roebuck 
mailroom and for four years at National Linen Service. Bolden recalled the 
struggle for unionization at the latter company: “I felt very good after we 
heard the presentations they made to us about how much we could be 
getting and how it could go up and up, and it did go up and up.”!5 It’s not 
clear if Bolden was directly involved in the unionization effort, but it’s safe 
to assume that what she witnessed firsthand demonstrated to her the power 
of collective organizing. After traveling to Illinois, North Carolina, New 
York, Virginia, Michigan, and Alabama, she returned to Atlanta and started 
working at the railway. It was there that she met Abraham Thompson, a 
fellow railroad employee. They married in 1944, settled in Atlanta, and 
together had nine children, three of whom died. Shortly after she married, 
she began doing household work again as a live-in, earning eighteen dollars 
a week. Bolden stayed home when her children were young, but returned to 
work when they got older. !6 


Atlanta was a center of civil rights activity in the postwar period. Just as the 
city served as the air and rail transportation hub for the Southeast region, it 
also provided the connective tissue for the civil rights movement, linking 
together activists throughout the South. Atlanta’s historically black colleges 
and universities and substantial black middle-class population produced a 
group of civil rights leaders with both a vested interest in toppling 


segregation and the skills and resources that poorer, less educated black 
southerners did not have. The city was the base of operations for the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), and the birthplace of Martin 
Luther King Jr. King, who, in 1960, moved back to Atlanta to co-pastor 
with his father at Ebenezer Baptist Church. Ella Baker, longtime civil rights 
activist and intellectual mentor for students in SNCC, also moved to Atlanta 
in 1958 to serve as the first executive director of SCLC.!7 

During the 1960s, former mayor William Hartsfield deemed Atlanta “the 
city too busy to hate”—helping to foster an image of a progressive 
metropolis distinct from other southern cities. In some ways, Atlanta 
seemed worlds apart from places like Birmingham, Alabama, where 
notorious police chief Bull Connor turned water hoses on schoolchildren, or 
Albany, Georgia, where civil rights demonstrators were arrested en masse. 
Atlanta initiated gradual and peaceful desegregation of public schools, and 
city leaders, at least publicly, expressed support for equal accommodations, 
even if behind the scenes they attempted to stymie the efforts of more 
militant civil rights activists. Despite the veneer of civility, Atlanta saw its 
share of civil rights showdowns and urban unrest. In the spring of 1960, 
black students in Atlanta, like thousands of other students throughout the 
South that year, initiated sit-ins at segregated lunch counters. Their direct- 
action tactics sparked a new, more militant phase in the black freedom 
movement, as young activists, unwilling to wait for legal decisions or 
institutional sanction for their demands, insisted on an immediate end to 
racial segregation, a goal for which they were willing to get arrested. 
Although a compromise between the city and black leaders was worked out 
without the students’ consent, the sit-ins led to complete desegregation of 
lunch counters by the fall of 1961. But students in Atlanta had an expansive 
notion of what their struggle was about, and eradicating Jim Crow was only 
part of their agenda. Broadly framing their struggle as one of “human 
rights,” they incorporated the goals of ending poverty and empowering the 
community, and in this they had many allies in the city.18 Throughout the 
1970s, Atlanta had a vibrant cadre of black power and neighborhood 
activists who addressed issues from voting rights to public education to 
welfare rights.19 Domestic-worker organizing was one component of this 
range of political mobilization. 


Bolden’s early attempts to organize workers wasn’t unprecedented, and 
in fact was informed by a long history of domestic-worker organizing in 
Atlanta. In July 1881, twenty African American laundresses formed a 
“Washing Society” and wrote an open letter to the mayor demanding higher 
wages. Eventually three thousand women went on strike for better wages 
and more autonomy. They garnered citywide support from black churches, 
mutual aid societies, and fraternal organizations. The strike illustrates the 
ways in which laundresses, although employed individually, were able to 
utilize collective workspaces to form an association and organize a citywide 
demonstration. Although short-lived and presumably unsuccessful, the 1881 
strike is a powerful example of black women household workers organizing 
to claim their rights.29 During World War II there was renewed interest in 
the plight of domestic workers. Ruby Blackburn, a former domestic, 
organized the Negro Cultural League in Atlanta to train domestic workers 
and help them find employment. The league took as its motto “A fair day’s 
pay for a fair day’s work.” Under the leadership of Blackburn, domestic 
workers in Atlanta participated in the voter-registration drive in 1946.21 


Bolden would build on this history of organizing black household workers 
in the context of the civil rights activity swirling around her both in Atlanta 
and across the United States. “Civil rights was a plate of food to us,” she 
recalled. “It fed our soul. It strengthened our bodies. Built our minds. It was 
everything to us.”22 This sentiment was echoed by one of the cofounders of 
the NDWUA, Louise Bradley, who observed that the movement “gave 
these people the motivation to speak out.”23 Bolden’s close contact with 
civil rights leaders fueled her political activism. Martin Luther King Jr. 
lived in Bolden’s Vine City neighborhood, and she had periodic encounters 
with him. “I marched with Dr. King every time he came to town,” she 
stated. “I went to rallies, I was the most vocal person there.”24 

A longtime community leader, Bolden was recognized and respected as 
someone who knew every inch of her working-class neighborhood. Vine 
City produced some of Atlanta’s most important politicians, including 
Maynard Jackson, who would become the first black mayor of Atlanta in 
1974. Jackson, in fact, attended several early meetings of NDWUA and 
credited the support of maids in Vine City with his electoral success.25 
Bolden worked most closely with the SNCC, which espoused a philosophy 


of long-term organizing rather than short-term mobilizing and aimed to 
establish sustained relationships with community members, build 
institutions, and empower the poor.2° SNCC had reached out to community 
leaders such as Dorothy Bolden.27 “Dr. King sent SNCC and all the rest of 
them: ‘Look Ms. Bolden up down there, she’ll help you.’”28 Julian Bond, a 
founding member of SNCC who subsequently served multiple terms in the 
Georgia legislature, described Bolden as a neighborhood activist with “good 
connections” and sought her help in his 1965 campaign for the state House 
of Representatives.29 His campaign employed a “new kind of politics” that 
called attention to grassroots political engagement and housing, sanitation, 
welfare, and medical care for the poor, as well as a minimum wage for 
domestic workers. In February 1966 SNCC formally launched its short- 
lived Atlanta Project to emphasize grassroots urban organizing. Although 
SNCC’s shift to black power later that year diminished its attention to local 
organizing, the group nevertheless had a lasting impact locally and 
nationally. Bolden truly appreciated the community organizing that SNCC 
engaged in: “I don’t think anybody really knew what [SNCC] meant to low- 
income people.”29 

Bolden’s earliest civil rights activism was a campaign to ensure equal 
educational access for black children. Although Atlanta had formally 
desegregated public schools in 1961, inequality persisted. In 1964, as one of 
her daughters was about to begin eighth grade at Booker T. Washington 
High School, the district, because of overcrowding, decided to transfer 
seventh- and eighth-grade students to Central Junior High School, where 
they would be assigned to a condemned building. Along with other 
community members and SNCC students, Bolden opposed overcrowded 
conditions and inadequate facilities, and fought the plan to bus children 
downtown, demanding that the city build another neighborhood school. 
According to Bolden, participation of the SNCC students “was excellent. 
They helped me boycott the school board. We stayed up all night some 
nights. I would go home so sleepy, then go on to work.”3! As a result of 
their efforts and Bolden’s tenacity, six years later, John F. Kennedy Middle 
School opened in Vine City.?2 

Although equal access to education was important to her, Bolden’s 
overwhelming passion was for organizing domestic workers. Bolden had 
worked for several different white families in Atlanta, earning between fifty 
and sixty dollars a week, and had her share of run-ins with employers. In 


one case, in early 1940, she was working for a woman in the Peachtree area 
of Atlanta. After her day’s work was done and she was ready to leave, her 
employer ordered her to wash the dishes. Bolden refused and walked out. 
When she was several blocks from the house, the police picked her up and 
took her to the county jail “because I had talked back to a white woman.”33 
By the time she formed NDWUA she had worked her way up to what she 
called a “home manager,” supervising other employees for ninety dollars a 
week.34 

“There used to be so many hardships, being a maid. Children 
disrespecting you, mother disrespecting you. You were nursing the children 
and they were being taught the maid wasn’t as good as you and she’s not 
your mother so you don’t have to do so-and-so, and they would call you 
nigger. And we had to take all that stuff. That was the time, you know, 
blacks were humble, didn’t have anything to say. Now they have more pride 
in themselves. ”35 

Despite toiling for years as a domestic, Bolden deeply valued her work. 
“I love this work. I really love this work,” she stated in one interview.36 
“You were doing the cooking, the cleaning, staying after the babies and the 
children. . . . You were playing the role of a mother as well as the cook as 
well as the laundry lady as well as the housekeeper as well as guiding the 
children.”3” But she did believe that how she was treated as a domestic 
mattered greatly. There were employers who were decent and fair. And 
there were those who were not. 

Without decent working conditions, respect, and fair pay, she argued, 
many of the goals of the civil rights movement—especially that of legal 
integration—meant very little. She had come to believe that poverty and 
economic deprivation were critically important and that you couldn’t 
integrate schools if children didn’t have shoes to wear. She resolved to 
organize household workers as a way to improve the economic status of the 
poorest African Americans. In seeking assistance, she first spoke to Dr. 
King. “I had talked with him several months before then that I wanted him 
to help me organize. .. . He told me ‘You do it, and don’t let nobody take 
it.’... I did.”38 


Bolden heeded King’s advice, although he never lived to see the results. 
Ironically, King’s death in 1968 and the ensuing social upheaval fostered a 
climate that encouraged a shift in political strategy away from a narrow 


focus on legal integration. After King’s assassination, impoverished black 
communities in dozens of cities around the country, including Washington, 
DC, Chicago, and Baltimore, were hotbeds of racial strife, revealing deep- 
seated tensions around housing, education, and poverty. Although many 
black activists had addressed economic issues for years, even while 
simultaneously working to tear down Jim Crow, the widespread urban 
unrest in the mid- to late-1960s in regions of the country where overt 
segregation laws were no longer on the books made the goal of “equality as 
a fact” imperative. 

Bolden launched her initiative at a moment that seemed ripe for change. 
Public transportation, where domestic workers mingled on their way to 
work, was an important location for organizing. Most cities were racially 
segregated and the typical pattern was for domestics to board buses in black 
neighborhoods early in the morning to make the journey to white areas. 
Domestic-worker organizers handed out flyers at bus stops and initiated 
conversations with other workers while riding the buses to work.29 There 
was, according to Julian Bond, a “network of maids” created by the 
transportation routes. Maids from around the city boarded buses going 
downtown, where they transferred to get to their places of employment. 
This transfer point became a meeting ground, a hub of organizing, and 
“Dorothy Bolden was in the center of it.”40 

To galvanize support, Bolden rode every city bus line and spoke to 
hundreds of maids.4! “I would go around in the bus and ask maids how they 
would feel about joining if we could organize, and they would say ‘I’m for 
that.’’42 City buses became impromptu mobile meeting grounds. These 
“freedom buses” were comparable to the rural freedom schools of the 
1960s, sites for political education and organizing as well as consciousness- 
raising. They were venues where poor women could share grievances and 
concerns, trade stories of abuse, exchange information about wages and 
workload, and learn about their rights. In this way, individual domestic 
workers, engaged in labor that was private in nature, became part of a very 
public effort. 

Shortly after King’s assassination in 1968, domestic workers in Atlanta 
met to talk about reforming paid household work. Bolden’s group was not 
the only one in Atlanta that convened, however. Charles Stinson of the 
Atlanta Urban League had also brought together a group of domestic 
workers. The two groups soon merged their efforts, and named Bolden 


president of the organization.43 This cadre of seventy women, with aid from 
the National Urban League and the Georgia Council on Human Relations, 
met weekly, and continued promoting their efforts to build membership.44 
They ushered in what Bolden called a “new birth” of social activism among 
this sector of black women workers.45 That summer they formed the 
National Domestic Workers Union of America (NDWUA)—a misnomer on 
two counts, since it was neither national nor a union. Bolden along with 
Martha Parker, Theresa Ragland, Louise Scott, and a handful of other 
women formed a charter, established several offices, and opened an 
employment and training center with set wages. Each member paid dues of 
one dollar and they met every Thursday at Wheat Street Baptist Church, 
just two blocks away from Ebenezer.46 

Bolden led the NDWUA for the next twenty-eight years, maintaining an 
unswerving commitment to improving working conditions for domestic 
workers, despite ongoing harassment from hostile whites. Once she 
received a phone call from a Ku Klux Klan member who threatened to 
“whip her ass,” to which she responded fearlessly. “I told them any time 
they wanted to, come on over and grab it. You’ve got a chubby ass to 
whip.”4”7 Bolden’s husband helped with raising their six children, enabling 
her to devote herself to the cause. “I had to have somebody that I could trust 
with my children,” she stated. “I trusted my husband.”4® Deeply religious, 
she had a strong moral sensibility that permeated both her personal and 
professional life. “I wasn’t a money lover. I am that way now, I don’t love 
money, never have.”49 She was also fiercely independent: “I have never 
been a person who had to take orders from any man.”50 Her respect for 
King notwithstanding, she was keenly aware that the civil rights movement 
relied on the participation of women. “Dr. King would always stand out in 
my mind, he’s the strongest one of them. [But] he had help, he had women 
like me,” along with such leaders as Rosa Parks and Fannie Lou Hamer: 
“Strong women that didn’t back down.”°! Bolden and her allies were not 
the first domestics to organize, nor the first activists to try to reform 
domestic service, but they did succeed in reaching thousands of Atlanta 
women—both employers and employees—whom they educated about the 
rights and responsibilities of domestic work. 


GERALDINE ROBERTS: “No REAL HOPE FOR A BETTER 
LIFE” 


Around the time Dorothy Bolden was pondering how to bring together 
domestic workers in Atlanta, Geraldine Roberts had already done so in 
Cleveland, forming the Domestic Workers of America (DWA) in 1965. 
Roberts started the first documented domestic workers’ rights group in the 
postwar period, built strong alliances with civil rights and black power 
organizations, and mobilized household workers in Cleveland to fight for 
job training and higher wages. She overcame the obstacles of limited formal 
education and single motherhood to become one of the most well-respected 
leaders in Cleveland, even testifying before the US Commission on Civil 
Rights in 1967. Through DWA she established a name for herself in local 
civil rights circles, as well as in national women’s rights activism and labor 
policy debates. 

Roberts was born in 1924 in Pawhuska, Oklahoma; her paternal 
grandmother was reportedly Choctaw Indian and periodically left the 
reservation to visit Geraldine as a child. Geraldine’s father didn’t have 
steady employment, and her mother worked six days a week as a domestic 
for white families. After a few years of marriage, Geraldine’s mother left 
her father. The family was extremely poor, living on her mother’s meager 
income in a house so small and with such inadequate furnishings that 
Geraldine slept under a table. 

When Geraldine was around five, her mother and father died a few 
months apart. She and her younger sister Elizabeth were separated from 
their five brothers and sisters from their mother’s previous marriage and 
went to live with Ella, their maternal grandmother, in Ola, Arkansas. Ella 
was a well-off landowner and somewhat independent from Ola’s largely 
white community. She was a strong woman, a head of household who took 
in needy relatives like Geraldine and Elizabeth and one of their cousins. Her 
economic success was due in part to her multiple entrepreneurial ventures, 
including running a boardinghouse, washing clothes, catering, and farming. 
Ella taught—and expected—her children, and those she took in, to work 
hard. Geraldine started picking cotton when she was six or seven, assisted 
other sharecropping families harvesting their crops, and catered meals for 
white families with her grandmother. By the time she was eight she had her 
first experience as a domestic worker. 


Despite the expectation that she work, getting an education had long been 
a priority for Geraldine. Her step-grandfather, a schoolmaster, encouraged 
her dream of someday attending Fisk University to become a teacher or a 
principal. Ola, however, had few educational opportunities for black 
children. Beginning school at age seven, Geraldine attended a segregated 
one-room schoolhouse—an unpainted building with no windows and a 
snake-infested outhouse—that was open only three months a year. The 
teacher split her time between older and younger children. When in the 
mid-1930s the town declared it had no money to support the black school, 
the teacher, a member of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, tutored 
the children in their homes for nearly two years without pay. 

Even when the school was in session, Ella’s reliance on her labor made it 
difficult for Geraldine to attend full-time. After helping her grandmother 
with the laundry and other chores, most of the school day was over.52 She 
longed for a time when she would be able to pursue her education. Her 
limited opportunity became evident to her when she befriended a white girl 
named Frances, whom she met through her grandmother’s laundry business. 
The two were the same age and shared a birthday, and they developed a 
close bond. When Geraldine saw Frances’s beautiful whites-only school, 
she was dismayed by the obvious racial inequities for African Americans. 

As Geraldine faced the dawning reality of constraints imposed on her in 
the Jim Crow South, she began, like Dorothy Bolden, to consider leaving 
the region altogether. Ironically, her grandmother’s relative financial 
success made migration more complicated. Unlike sharecroppers, who had 
few economic investments and could easily pick up and move on, “We 
weren’t able to do that then, myself and my sister Elizabeth, [because] . . . 
my grandparents were property owners. It wasn’t that easy to leave at all if 
you owned property.”°3 

At twelve, Geraldine ran away from home to join a traveling colored 
minstrel show, a bold move for a young African American girl in 1936. 
Although her initial impetus was to seek educational opportunity, she ended 
up doing service work for the show—preparing food for the employees, 
setting the table, and washing dishes. Eventually one of the performers 
taught her to dance and she began earning three dollars a week as a 
performer. When the show was on the road in Iowa, Geraldine met James 
Roberts, a musician. They married, eventually settled in Cleveland, and had 
three children. 


After moving to Cleveland in 1944, Geraldine Roberts tried once more to 
achieve her lifelong dream of attending school. She saw her lack of a 
formal education as a handicap that hindered her ability to help her children 
with their homework, limited her job opportunities, and made her self- 
conscious at social gatherings. She tried repeatedly, but with little success, 
to look for well-paying work. “I was told after fillin’ out the application I 
couldn’t do very well, that I would, could be hired as a domestic worker.”°4 
She enrolled in adult reading classes at the Woodland branch of the 
Cleveland Public Library and East Technical High School. Although an 
eager learner, as a mother of young children she found night school taxing. 
Her husband couldn’t manage taking care of the kids in her absence, so she 
stopped attending. But she never lost her passion and desire for education. 
“There was always this fear that someone would know that I couldn’t read 
and I lived with that through the period of my children growin’ up.”°° 
Several years later, when her children were older and after her eleven-year 
marriage ended, she would once again go back to school. 

After separating from her husband, Roberts was a single mother of three 
in her twenties living in the Carver Park Housing Projects. She went on 
welfare for a short time, “then I was told to get a job as a domestic 
worker.”56 Welfare recipients were frequently pushed into the paid labor 
force, even when the only jobs available were poorly paid and lacked 
benefits. Initially, Roberts did day work, cleaning for five dollars a day.°7 
But the work was unpredictable. She then got a job as a hotel maid working 
seven days a week for nineteen dollars. Despite full-time employment, she 
and her children were desperately poor. She spent the next several years 
working, raising her children, and trying to make ends meet. After illness 
forced her to leave her hotel job, she spent some time on welfare before 
returning to domestic labor. 

In the early 1960s, she heard radio broadcasts of civil rights protests and 
speeches by Martin Luther King and found that the issues, especially school 
segregation, “seemed to be a part of my life.” Roberts, like Bolden, was 
deeply moved and inspired by civil rights organizing. She saw parallels 
between her own life and African Americans living in the Jim Crow South. 
For Roberts, the campaign for racial equality resonated with her 
experiences as a black woman of the South and as a domestic worker. “The 
civil rights reminded me of all the terrible things I learned about in the 


South, why I couldn’t go to school . . . why I wasn’t able to attend the all- 
white school that Frances went to.”°8 

Roberts worked in several different white homes and had experiences 
that shaped her thinking about racial equality and opportunity. Seeing her 
limited job opportunities as a result of a segregated southern educational 
system, and her employment as a domestic worker as a product of a similar 
racial order in the North, Roberts recognized herself as among the 
disempowered. “The domestic worker has been the kind of worker that has 
been overlooked and ignored—what I refer to as an invisible worker,” she 
explained. “No one really sees that worker in the labor market and whatever 
benefits other workers are thinking of or attemptin’ to get or are gettin’ the 
domestic worker has not been included.”°9 They were routinely treated as 
inferior to their employers. Although domestic workers occupied the most 
intimate spaces of the family home, and were entrusted with preparing 
meals and bathing children, employers often designated separate eating and 
bathroom facilities for them. “There was a back room that was the 
bathroom, that would be the bathroom for myself and . . . other household 
employees . . . all black, and we were all told to use that bathroom, and to 
never use the family bathroom.”69 As Roberts explained, this separation 
enabled employers to maintain a racial hierarchy. 

She was equally disturbed by the quality and quantity of food she was 
served because it seemed to signify employers’ disregard and disrespect for 
workers. She remembered working for one “very nice lady” in Cleveland. 
Every morning when she arrived at work, breakfast and a small glass of 
milk would be sitting on the table for her. One day, noticing that someone 
had drunk from the glass that had been set out for her, she learned that it 
had first been offered to the woman’s child, who had taken only a few sips. 

“I got real sick over that . . . it was something I never forgot. . . . I began 
to realize something . . . that hey, I wasn’t very much of anything, drinkin’ 
left over milk, piece of steak that my husband had last night and he couldn’t 
eat all, he saved it for you. Don’ worry, we cut off the part where he was 
eatin’. He could never eat it all, and it had been sliced off and warmed over 
from the supper before and the very idea to tell me that meat was on her 
husband’s plate made me sick. I began to think he could have coughed on it 
and all sorts of things went through, but I didn’t dare tell her because she 
could tell me not to come back any more and I needed the money.”®1! 


In addition to these strained day-to-day interactions with employers, 
Roberts began to notice that her experience was not an isolated one; 
hundreds, perhaps thousands, of African American women in Cleveland 
seemed to be living similar lives. Her daily bus ride to and from work 
served as the most visible manifestation of this collective experience. If 
domestic work took place behind closed doors, the bus route fully exposed 
the racialized nature of the work. “There was something that I felt that was 
terribly wrong and very unfair and I began to look at the buses which taken 
the women into the Heights and what I seen.” During her morning 
commute, Roberts took note that all the buses going east early in the 
morning were filled with black women carrying bags and ready for work 
wearing their “flat heeled shoes,” while “all the buses headed west” carried 
“painted up dressed up women with white skin.”62 


While these on-the-job experiences formed the basis of a critical 
perspective for Roberts, growing black activism in Cleveland enabled her to 
move from critique to action. Local black leaders, especially Ruth Turner of 
the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) and Lewis G. Robinson of the 
Freedom Fighters proved to be instrumental in Roberts’s politicization and 
subsequent campaign to organize household workers. Turner was a public 
school teacher who quit her job to become executive secretary of Cleveland 
CORE in the early 1960s.62 Robinson, a city housing inspector and well- 
known community activist, founded the Freedom Fighters in 1960 and two 
years later joined the United Freedom Movement (UFM), an umbrella 
organization that brought together civil rights groups in Cleveland. A 
context of heightened racial tension that advocated greater community 
empowerment was the backdrop for Roberts’s call for household workers to 
organize themselves. 

During the postwar period, the African American community in 
Cleveland, like elsewhere around the country, began to transgress the 
boundaries of race and power that defined the black urban experience.®4 
Cleveland was a primary destination for many who took part in the Great 
Migration, both black and white. They flooded the booming city hoping to 
secure jobs in the expanding auto, war production, and steel industries. 
Unlike their white counterparts, black migrants like Roberts experienced 
rampant discrimination in both employment and housing. Cleveland’s black 
population grew dramatically from 85,000 in 1940 to 250,000 in 1960, 


leading to a chronic shortage of housing, poor living conditions, and 
overcrowded schools in the predominantly black East Side. White 
Cleveland residents blocked, sometimes violently, racial integration of 
neighborhoods, and those areas where African Americans did eventually 
make inroads, such as East Cleveland and Hough, saw rapid white flight.6 
In response, black activists and their white supporters organized boycotts, 
pickets, sit-ins, marches, and community meetings to break the patterns of 
de facto segregation and racial inequality in Cleveland. They targeted 
schools, lunch counters, public facilities, segregated neighborhoods, and 
businesses that refused to hire African Americans.®® 

By the early 1960s the battle lines in Cleveland were clearly drawn 
around school segregation. On April 7, 1964, several dozen members of 
CORE and UFM were at the construction site of Stephen E. Howe 
Elementary School in Glenville, a largely black area. The school was being 
built to assuage black demands for equal access to education. With rapid 
demographic change, Cleveland schools were both segregated and 
inequitable: white schools had vacant seats, while black schools were 
overcrowded and children were forced to attend split-day sessions. The 
school board, unwilling to counter white residents’ vehement refusal to 
integrate schools, settled on building more black schools in largely black 
areas. Civil rights activists opposed this plan, believing it reinforced racial 
segregation. They therefore came out to prevent the building of Howe 
Elementary. As protesters formed human barricades to block construction 
vehicles, twenty-seven-year-old Reverend Bruce Klunder, a white member 
of Cleveland CORE and father of two, was accidentally crushed to death by 
a bulldozer as it backed up. A few weeks later, in response to Klunder’s 
tragic death, as well as the school board’s inability to enact meaningful 
reform, black activists launched a reportedly successful one-day school 
boycott with students attending freedom schools that taught black history 
and black culture.®7 

The Klunder death proved pivotal. Activists seized on it as evidence of 
the failure of city leadership. The incident, along with a lack of response 
from city officials, who refused to even meet with civil rights activists, led 
many to feel disaffected. In 1964, Robinson, a longtime advocate of self- 
defense, formed the Medgar Evers Rifle Club with the intention of 
protecting civil rights activists when the police failed to do so.68 He was 
especially critical of the double standard applied by police, who arrested 


peaceful black protesters while ignoring violent white agitators. CORE 
leader Ruth Turner, who had witnessed Klunder’s death, found herself 
increasingly skeptical of nonviolence as an effective political strategy.69 To 
Tumer and Robinson, community empowerment seemed the most obvious 
solution, and they proved to be two of Roberts’s most ardent supporters. 
Roberts’s commitment to organizing poor black women dovetailed with this 
desire to empower black inner-city residents.7° 

Roberts was drawn into the movement, attending demonstrations and 
picketing. “And there I was with a picket sign for the first time,” she said, 
“and not really knowin’ that meanin’ of even carrying a picket sign”—nor 
could she read their slogans, “Down with Segregation” and “Discrimination 
in Employment,” though she fully embraced their message. Acutely aware 
of the risks associated with activism, Roberts believed the danger was 
outweighed by the obstacles and limited opportunities she had long 
confronted. “And if it meant me carryin’ a picket sign, if it also meant that I 
could get injured or die, I didn’t think it meant much difference because I 
had already mentally, or I was dead. I couldn’t read; I was sort of trapped in 
society; the best I could do was to help someone else.”7! 

Like Bolden, Roberts’s involvement in the civil rights movement proved 
transformative as she experienced the vast gulf between the movement’s 
calls for human dignity and self-worth and her daily life as a domestic 
worker. She began to ascribe her exploitation as a household worker to the 
legacy of slavery. Roberts worked for six weeks for one family that seemed 
perfectly satisfied with her work. One day the employer asked her to clean 
the chandelier and the outside of the windows, tasks that she did not see as 
part of her job description and refused to do. The employer fired her 
without pay. Roberts angrily charged that she was being treated like a slave, 
perhaps aware that it would strike a chord in the context of racial strife in 
Cleveland. Her employer denied that race had anything to do with it and 
claimed the issue was one of obedience: “I don’t only throw out black girls. 
I throw out white girls, too. You’re not the first one I threw out of my 
house. It’s not because you’re black . . . we don’t have that racial stuff in 
here. If you don’t do what we tell you to do, then you get the hell out of 
here.”72 

In 1965, when she started organizing household workers, Roberts was 
employed part-time as a cleaner at a penthouse in Shaker Heights for nine 
dollars a day, and worked alongside two full-time employees—a cook and a 


maid. The work environment was meticulously managed and controlled, 
with separate servants’ quarters, restricted telephone usage, and an intercom 
system that the employer used to monitor employees and prohibit them 
from speaking to one another, even during lunch.73 “I got kind of an 
opinion that she was like a white mistress or something over black 
workers,” Roberts said.’74 “I felt as if I was probably the size of an ant or 
something. An ant, say, talking to a person who’s standing in the door of a 
fifty or a hundred thousand dollar home and I had absolutely nothing, and 
to tell this person something was pretty hard to do.”7> At this job it dawned 
on Roberts how employers viewed household workers: “I wasn’t aware that 
persons looked upon household employment as dumb people or people who 
didn’t get an education, that there was something wrong with us... . I 
realized more and more, that there was something wrong with me, what was 
I? Why was I treated like this?”76 

That particularly difficult work environment served as an entry point for 
Roberts’s commitment to organizing domestic workers. “I felt it was an 
unusual and terrible place to work. . . . Maybe it’s good that I had the 
experience because I think out of that very home grew the idea, a very 
strong idea to do something about workin’ conditions for household 
employees. I think it inspired the whole idea out of that particular 
penthouse.””” Roberts mustered her courage and began to speak up and 
assert her rights. She had conversations with her two coworkers, telling 
them they deserved better and that it was time to organize and form a 
union.7® One of them agreed wholeheartedly: “Well, Gerry, we need to get a 
union or somethin’. You need to do something about it,” she said, and 
handed her a dollar. The other maid also donated a dollar. 

With her two-dollar donation in hand, Roberts began to consider how to 
establish an organization to rally other domestic workers. Ruth Turner 
encouraged Roberts to take the lead, and helped plan and publicize an initial 
meeting. Roberts and her cofounders passed out five hundred leaflets 
announcing the new organization. Twenty-one people showed up to the first 
meeting in September 1965 at St. James AME Church and testified about 
their working conditions.7? Bolden recalled of that historic day, “The 
women came wide eyed and proud that such a meeting had been called. 
They were so ready and couldn’t believe. Different ones said it was long 
overdue. They were so glad that somebody decided to do something about 
this.”80 Subsequent meetings had much higher attendance rates, sometimes 


with over two hundred people.®! The organization they founded, Domestic 
Workers of America, sought to expose and reform the unfair working 
conditions of private household workers. As Roberts put it: “If we get sick 
or lose a job, our only recourse is welfare. We have no hospitalization, no 
transportation, no real hope for a better life.”82 

DWA opened an office on 5120 Woodland Avenue at the Bruce Klunder 
Freedom House, named after the martyred clergyman. Members were 
interested in raising wages to fourteen dollars a day, improving job 
standards, and gaining respect for workers. As Lula Primas, secretary of 
DWA explained, “Many times [employers] don’t know your name or where 
you live, and don’t care.”83 DWA opened a placement office to help 
workers obtain jobs and launched a clothing drive for needy 
schoolchildren.84 Roberts worked in the DWA office part-time, while still 
engaging in domestic work. She believed her work with DWA filled an 
important gap in labor organizing by focusing on a neglected sector of the 
workforce. She wanted to illuminate how domestic workers had been 
“completely overlooked” by labor unions.8° Despite its agenda of 
organizing workers, DWA received little financial support from donors, 
foundations, or mainstream unions. At its peak, about six hundred women 
of different racial backgrounds were involved in DWA in Cleveland.86 

Shortly after she began to organize, Roberts was fired from her job in 
Shaker Heights.87 Because of her notoriety, it was difficult to find 
employment, and she faced various forms of harassment. “Some said they 
wouldn’t hire colored ones anyway and are there any white domestic 
workers in the Greater Cleveland area.”88 Others retorted with common 
stereotypes that African American household workers were lazy, prone to 
theft, and didn’t bathe.89 Once, at two o’clock in the morning, she received 
a threatening call: “Hey, nigger, why don’t you get out of town. We don’t 
need your kind around here.”99 According to Roberts, “They were opposed 
to activities and I was tryin’ to build a union.”9! In spite of these 
demoralizing setbacks, others showed their support. A woman engaged in 
organizing nurses offered her a job. Notably, she asked Roberts to name her 
salary. 

Roberts’s leadership role placed her in the national spotlight, which in 
turn heightened her anxiety about her lack of education and class 
background. She worried that her illiteracy would prevent her from being 
an effective leader. “I had a fear after I got into it. I seemed like I wanted to 


run from the whole thing. I felt how could I do all this when I couldn’t even 
read very well.”92 She began attending evening classes at East Technical 
High School to improve her reading, and ultimately, her confidence grew as 
she earned a reputation as an advocate for poor women. Her organizing 
efforts were in addition to her responsibilities at her job and taking care of 
her own household. She found herself “stayin’ up late in the middle of the 
night ironing and gettin’ necessary things” completed. But she had no 
regrets. 

In 1966, Roberts joined a contingent of the Cleveland NAACP to 
participate in the Meredith March in Jackson, Mississippi. James Meredith, 
the first African American admitted into the University of Mississippi, had 
organized a “March Against Fear” from Memphis, Tennessee, to Jackson, 
Mississippi, to encourage African Americans to vote. During the course of 
the march, Meredith was shot by Klansmen. In response to the shooting, 
thousands of civil rights activists from around the country pledged to go to 
Mississippi to continue the march. It became a milestone in civil rights 
history, where Stokely Carmichael popularized the phrase “black power” 
and signaled a shift in the strategy and goals of many civil rights activists. 
Roberts was filled with anxiety, but also optimism, as she embarked on her 
first major civil rights protest outside Cleveland. “I considered [it] one of 
the most exciting points in my life in that particular demonstration with Dr. 
King and the thousands upon thousands of demonstrators and the planes 
overhead and the fear [that] hung over that area as if no one knew what 
would happen.”93 “I had felt,” she continued, “that I was leaving Ohio, 
going into the state of Mississippi to give my life as something that I felt 
was right, that every man, every woman, every child on earth had a right to 
freedom and pursuit of happiness.” 


The emerging black power movement provoked wider concern among 
policymakers and government officials about how to empower the poor. 
The War on Poverty included as part of its goals community-action 
programs that mandated maximum feasible participation of the poor, 
providing resources and intellectual support for the underprivileged. DWA’s 
agenda overlapped with these broader concerns, but put its energies 
specifically into mobilizing poor black women. 

Although she had been deeply involved in the black power movement, 
and the politics of race profoundly shaped her understanding of domestic 


work, Roberts and DWA made a commitment to including white women in 
the organization. Roberts understood that poverty and a lack of education 
pushed women into domestic service and kept them there. Although only a 
small number of white domestics joined DWA, it remained committed to 
interracial organizing. “We did accept white domestic workers on the far 
West Side. They accepted us when they read about us. Her being poor 
realizing that even though her skin was white it didn’t make any difference. 
She was a poor woman in the United States and so it didn’t make any 
difference.”94 

Through their participation in DWA, domestic workers experienced a 
newfound level of respect both on and off the job. Their collective efforts 
led to a greater understanding that their labor was essential to the running of 
the household and that they deserved recognition. “You begin to build an 
inward pride that you never had before. Poor people can say something; 
women can say something; a poor woman can say something and it will be 
meaningful and the lady who has everything, we learned for the first time, 
that they really needed us.” DWA members worked to cultivate and nurture 
relationships with the women who hired them. They saw employers as an 
important constituency: “We need the cooperation of the employers. We 
need the good will of the housewives who hire us.”95 Roberts believed that 
because of this effort many employers changed their “hard tough looks,” 
were amenable to domestic-worker requests and willing to discuss wages, 
working conditions, and responsibilities.9° The building of alliances with 
employers would continue to shape the struggle for household rights over 
the life of the movement. 


FORMING A MOVEMENT 


Bolden and Roberts were in many ways ordinary working-class African 
American women. They were not a part of the African American elite—or 
the “talented tenth,” to use the phrase popularized by W. E. B. Du Bois— 
nor were they self-appointed leaders of the black community. They had 
little formal education and spoke in a southern black vernacular, which was 
distinct from the polished, well-schooled oratory of Martin Luther King. 
Their political sensibility was crafted in the black neighborhoods where 
they encountered civil rights activists, on the public transportation system 
where they mingled with other domestic workers, and in the white homes 


where employers treated them as servants. They had dreams, and 
sometimes followed those dreams far from the towns where they were born. 
But they were also hindered by disability, illiteracy, and limited 
opportunities, and struggled with the push and pull of everyday life. Most 
domestic workers who became local leaders were longtime community 
activists involved in a range of issues, from housing to education to 
economic justice. Thus their activism was often neighborhood-based rather 
than occupation-based. 

Black domestic workers had for generations engaged in covert day-to- 
day resistance—what James Scott calls the “hidden transcript”—as a way to 
maintain their dignity in an occupation that aimed to degrade and 
disempower.97 The emergence of an organized, visible, and vocal campaign 
marks a shift in how domestic workers asserted their rights. The passion for 
social change exhibited by women like Dorothy Bolden and Geraldine 
Roberts and their deep desire to improve the lot of other women like 
themselves grew out of the civil rights movement, which inspired them with 
its example of courage and tenacity and also created a network of support.98 
They learned, perhaps most importantly, that there was strength in numbers. 

The struggle for domestic workers’ rights brings a new angle and greater 
nuance to the meaning of black freedom and labor organizing. Household 
workers advocated racial equality, women’s rights, and raising occupational 
standards. Their concern for economic autonomy echoed the goals of liberal 
antipoverty warriors, civil rights activists, and black power advocates. But 
DWA’s focus on working-class black women also distinguished it from 
many other efforts. And while they might be “labor feminists,” as Sue 
Cobble identifies them, they had little tangible connection to other women’s 
labor activists or union leaders.29 Much of their organizing was outside the 
union movement. They modeled a grassroots working-class leadership and 
an approach to organizing that relied on community building. Theirs was a 
class-based struggle that centered on an analysis of race and gender. They 
recognized the labor of social reproduction as racialized work that had often 
been considered outside the boundaries of legitimate employment. They 
reached out to domestic workers of all racial backgrounds, as well as 
middle-class women, to support them in their campaigns. Motivated by the 
civil rights movement, they came to believe that black freedom could best 
be achieved by mobilizing domestic workers to press for improvements in 
their occupation. And that resolve led them down a path that would result in 


the formation of the first national organization of domestic workers, the 
Household Technicians of America, which would push for reform of this 
age-old occupation. 

Black domestic workers such as Dorothy Bolden and Geraldine Roberts, 
who were rooted in this black working-class culture, embraced their status 
as domestic workers. Rather than reject or deny this identity, they claimed it 
and sought to bring recognition and respect to the work they did. Their 
organizing, and the organizing of other women like them, was part of a 
process of crafting a new identity for domestic workers. 


CHAPTER 3 


A NEW DAY FOR DOMESTIC WORKERS 


We refuse to be your mammies, nannies, aunties, uncles, girls, handmaidens any longer. 


—EDITH BARKSDALE SLOAN 


Born in the Bronx into a working-class African American family, civil 
rights activist Edith Barksdale Sloan had never been employed as a 
domestic when she was chosen in January 1969 to head the National 
Committee on Household Employment (NCHE), an organization of mostly 
middle-class women committed to reform. Despite having little firsthand 
experience of the occupation, Sloan’s family had a long tradition of 
domestic work. As a child she had heard stories about her own family 
history and about the slave market of the Great Depression, which 
connected her to the history of domestic-worker exploitation as head of the 
NCHE. 

Individuals, such as Sloan, with a family history of domestic work shared 
their stories as they set out to build a movement. The stories of past 
injustices, especially those of the household-labor slave market, resonated 
with and were reclaimed by African American household-worker activists 
in the 1960s and 1970s. They were repeated in testimonies and informal 
gatherings, and illustrated the vulnerability of domestic workers as well as 
the occupation’s racial character and ties to the history of slavery. In the 
context of civil rights and black freedom organizing, references to the slave 
market proved to be particularly powerful. Storytelling became a form of 
activism and a means of political mobilization. 

In a feature article in Essence magazine in 1974, Sloan wrote about the 
stories she was told as a child about the “Bronx Slave Market” of the 1930s: 
“Tt resembled a slave auction with the prospective buyers looking over the 
workers like so many head of cattle; looking for the strongest and 
sturdiest.”! The stories merged with her personal and family history. 


“Although I never actually saw the ‘Slave Market,’ I do remember seeing 
the women from our neighborhood on their way to cleaning someone else’s 
house. One of them was my great-aunt Rie. She would leave every morning 
about 7:30 with her housedress in a satchel, on her way to Mrs. So-and-So’s 
house to do her ‘day’s work.’ She would return before dark with her satchel 
stuffed full of leftover matzos, chicken fat and gefilte fish, and maybe a 
garment or two that her employer had given her. .. . Aunt Rie always 
looked forward to her sixty-fifth birthday so she could retire and draw her 
deceased husband’s social security. She did retire at age 65—and died the 
next year with every ounce of strength worked out of her.”2 “I don’t ever 
remember her arriving home with a bonus or her ever receiving paid sick 
leave or a paid holiday or a paid vacation.”3 Her aunt’s story was one of 
years of hard labor, long days, and very little payoff at the end; her life 
seemed to have been given over to her employers. 

Education and opportunity ultimately ended this occupational quagmire 
for Edith’s mother and herself. Her mother was raised in Laurens, South 
Carolina, by her grandmother, Adoline. Adoline, a household worker, was 
raped repeatedly by her employer when she was a teenager and bore two 
children by him. At the age of twenty, she quit domestic work and started 
her own catering business.4 Edith’s mother was sent to New York when she 
was fourteen to live with her aunt Rie and her husband, “with hopes of 
breaking the domestic cycle by attending college.” Edith’s mother went to 
vocational school and became an expert dressmaker. Both her mother and 
her father, a postal worker and electrician, exposed her to prominent 
African American political leaders such as Mary McLeod Bethune and 
Ralph Bunche, instilling in her a political and cultural sensibility. 
According to Edith, “She and my father vowed that their children would all 
have the opportunity to go to college. And we did.” 

Edith Barksdale attended Hunter College of the City University of New 
York, one of the city’s premier public institutions, graduating in 1959 with a 
degree in international affairs. Filled with passion to help the less fortunate, 
she taught in Lebanon for a period and then traveled to the Philippines to 
work with sick and disabled children under the auspices of the Peace Corps. 

While she was abroad, two events in 1963 changed the course of her life: 
the Ku Klux Klan bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in 
Birmingham, Alabama, that killed four African American girls attending 
Sunday school, and the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. These 


brutally violent events prompted Sloan to return to the United States and 
join the burgeoning civil rights movement. After a brief internship at the 
Eleanor Roosevelt Memorial Foundation, she worked with the New York 
Urban League to register people to vote and address housing violations. In 
1965 she married attorney Ned Sloan and moved to Washington, DC. The 
couple had four sons. Edith Sloan earned a law degree from Catholic 
University School of Law and continued her commitment to activism, 
working as a public information specialist with the US Commission on 
Civil Rights; in 1967 she helped organize the commission’s National 
Conference on Race and Education.® 





Edith Barksdale Sloan speaking at the first national conference of household workers, in 1971. 
(Mary McLeod Bethune Council House National Historic Site, National Archives for Black Women’s 
History) 


Under her leadership beginning in 1969, the NCHE brought together 
workers such as Dorothy Bolden and Geraldine Roberts at a national 
convention that led to the establishment of the Household Technicians of 
America (HTA), the first-ever national organization of household workers. 


Sloan shifted the political orientation of the NCHE from the needs of 
employers to the rights of domestic workers. Less interested in training 
domestic workers to expand the pool of available employees than on 
empowering workers in the workplace, Edith Sloan’s family history and 
personal connection to domestic work proved to be significant in her 
leadership. Her family stories of domestic work and those of other domestic 
workers were central to building the movement for household workers and 
helped frame her understanding of the occupation. These narratives became 
the starting point for arguments for reform. 


REFORMING DOMESTIC LABOR 


The NCHE, perhaps the most important middle-class organization 
committed to reforming domestic labor throughout the twentieth century, 
had two incamations. The first, lasting from 1928 to 1942, advocated 
voluntary employer contracts as a way to improve working conditions and 
increase the number of low-wage domestic laborers.” The second grew out 
of the President’s Commission on the Status of Women (PCSW) established 
under President Kennedy in 1961. Esther Peterson, head of the Women’s 
Bureau in the Department of Labor, was instrumental in planning the 
commission. The commission’s report, issued in 1963, drew attention to the 
poor conditions of household employees and the need for “the 
reorganization of home maintenance.” The report advocated training, 
specialization, and placement of workers by private companies, in addition 
to the extension of unemployment insurance to household workers.® In June 
1964, the Women’s Bureau called a meeting of national organizations to 
discuss the status of household employment, which formed the basis of a 
newly constituted NCHE. The new NCHE was concerned not only with 
recruiting and training workers, but improving their status and 
compensation, and it was at the forefront of efforts to reform domestic work 
in the 1960s. It consisted of a group of liberal professional women—many 
of whom employed household workers—committed to upgrading the 
occupation. They were driven by both social justice concerns about the 
workforce as well as the perceived needs of the growing numbers of women 
who wanted to hire household help. Although emerging out of the 1961 
commission, the NCHE was more broadly a result of decades of labor 
activism by women like Esther Peterson, Dorothy Height, Frieda Miller, 


Pauline Newman, and others. Much like the radical black feminists of the 
1930s, these labor feminists had written about and lobbied for reform of 
household labor.9 

Frieda Miller, a longtime white labor activist and economist, had since 
the Depression advocated reforming domestic labor. Appointed New York 
State industrial commissioner in 1938, she helped establish employment 
offices for domestic workers in 1941 to eliminate the notorious slave 
markets.!0 When Miller headed the US Women’s Bureau from 1944 to 
1953, she pushed for minimum wage and social security coverage for 
domestic workers. She also brought an international perspective to this 
work. She spent the war years in London as a labor advisor to the 
ambassador and, while abroad, was impressed by government programs and 
policies that protected both paid and unpaid household workers. She was 
also a US delegate to the International Labor Organization, a United 
Nations body that established international labor standards, and in that 
forum pushed to address the inequities in domestic work. In 1951, in an 
essay on the shortage of domestic workers in the United States for the 
journal International Labour Review, Miller argued that the growing 
number of women in the workforce necessitated an expansion of the 
number of available domestic workers. “The provision of a sufficient 
number of well-trained, well-qualified household workers is therefore a 
matter of grave and widespread concern in the United States. Equally 
important are measures to assure to this larger group of workers social 
status, economic security, pay, and working conditions comparable to those 
of other workers.”!! Miller had come to believe that addressing the glaring 
inequality in household labor was essential for justice and fairness and for 
meeting the needs of all women. This goal was summed up in a 1946 article 
she wrote for the New York Times titled, “Can We Lure Martha Back to the 
Kitchen?” 12 

Esther Peterson, a white labor leader who had worked for the AFL-CIO, 
was a longtime advocate of racial equality and civil rights. For her, like 
Miller, international reforms, especially in Europe, deeply influenced her 
thinking. In the late 1940s, Peterson traveled to Sweden with her family and 
remained in Europe for nearly a decade. Intrigued by domestic worker 
organizing there, she hoped to use the Swedish case as a model for 
upgrading US domestic labor. The Swedish Domestic Worker Act of 1944 
made employment contracts standard, regulated hours, wages, and living 


and working conditions, and created a structure for mediating disputes. 
Based on her experience in Sweden, Peterson wrote a lengthy report for the 
US Women’s Bureau that recommended vocational training and legal 
standards. In 1961 she was appointed head of the Women’s Bureau and 
assistant secretary of labor and made the plight of low-income women a 
priority. 

Peterson collaborated with Dorothy Height, of the National Council of 
Negro Women (NCNW), a prominent leader in the African American 
community.!3 Height’s mother had worked as a nurse in a black hospital in 
Richmond, Virginia. In 1916, when Dorothy was four years old, her family 
moved from Virginia to Rankin, Pennsylvania, in search of economic 
opportunity. Her father worked as a building and painting contractor. But 
her mother, unable to find a job in a hospital, did domestic work instead, 
earning three dollars a day plus carfare. “I remember best a family named 
Johnston, for whom my mother worked over the longest period. My mother 
felt very close to Mrs. Johnston and her daughter Mary, but my feelings 
were decidedly mixed: I both liked and hated Mary Johnston. On the one 
hand, it seemed that during every important event in my life, my mother 
had to be at Mary’s house, and that bothered me. On the other hand, Mary 
was about my age and size and had beautiful clothes, many of which I 
inherited.”!4 In 1957 Height assumed leadership of the NCNW, which had 
in the 1930s called for minimum wage protection for domestic workers and 
supported unionization. Height continued the organization’s commitment to 
issues of concern to working-class black women and was also key in the 
formation of the NCHE. Two decades later, the NCNW would be 
instrumental in preserving the archival material of the movement of 
household workers. 

In the 1950s and 1960s, these female activists spearheaded efforts to 
alleviate the shortage of domestic labor and improve working conditions for 
household workers. They criticized the exclusion of domestic work from 
New Deal labor legislation and the widening gap between protected and 
unprotected labor, especially as organized labor won more benefits for its 
members. They considered professionalization, unionization, training, and 
improving pay and working conditions their top priorities. Peterson, Miller, 
and Height helped form the NCHE, which eventually represented twenty- 
three organizations with an interest in domestic labor, including the 
National Urban League, the YWCA, the National Association of Colored 


Women’s Clubs, the National Council of Catholic Women, the American 
Public Welfare Association, the National Council of Jewish Women, and 
the National Council of Negro Women. It held its first annual meeting in 
September 1965, and two years later Frieda Miller was elected chairman.!5 

One of the central preoccupations of the NCHE was the increasing 
number of women entering the workforce, which generated the need for a 
reliable pool of domestic workers. Women’s labor force participation rate 
increased steadily in the postwar period from 34 percent in 1950 to 38 
percent in 1960 to 43 percent in 1970.16 Perhaps more important is the 
employment rate of married women with children under the age of six. 
While 12 percent worked in 1950, by 1970 30 percent worked.!” Reforming 
domestic work, the NCHE argued, was essential to meet the needs of 
working women. Linking the occupation to women employed outside the 
home framed paid domestic labor not as a luxury or a status symbol but a 
necessity. Indeed, the occupation had evolved since World War II. As US 
society modernized, so too did domestic labor and the employer-employee 
relationship. Victorian notions of women defined by the domestic sphere 
were less applicable, as were idealized images of corseted, elaborately 
dressed women attended by a staff of servants. By the mid-twentieth 
century, assumptions about the role of middle-class women were changing. 
The boundaries confining women to the home had weakened with women’s 
increasing access to education and entry into the workforce. 

But even middle-class women not entering the labor force hired help for 
cleaning and child care in response to changing expectations of motherhood 
and pressure to devote attention to children and engage in civic and charity 
work. Postwar ideologies of motherhood and family drew firm boundaries 
around the private household. With the expansion of suburbs, the middle- 
class home became more isolated and was cast as a refuge from the 
demands of work and the market. Middle-class women were expected to 
devote more time to caring for their children, perhaps best illustrated by the 
1946 publication of Benjamin Spock’s best seller, The Common Sense Book 
of Baby and Child Care, which encouraged mothers to be more nurturing 
and establish strong bonds with their children. These ideologies affected the 
lives of domestic workers as well, since they were more often relegated to 
cleaning and less often to nurturing and were similarly isolated in white 
suburbs. Although many domestic workers still engaged in child care, the 
celebration of domesticity in the 1950s fostered middle-class women’s 


interest in the nurturing aspects of domesticity and led to a growing demand 
for household help to carry out other household responsibilities. 1® 

In the postwar period, domestic labor was less about serving tea to 
society ladies, and more about completing essential household chores. The 
availability of paid domestic labor was essential for maintaining the middle- 
class gendered social order. Women could take jobs outside the home and 
engage in civic activities as long as domestic duties were taken care of. This 
arrangement left intact the basic breadwinner ideology and gendered 
division of labor—men could still provide for the family and didn’t have to 
do “women’s work”—but women could push the circumscribed gender 
boundaries. Although social status may have been less important for hiring 
household labor, romanticized notions of the racialized past and patterns of 
servitude still sometimes seeped into the occupation. Because the workforce 
was largely women of color, unequal notions of gender justified and 
informed domestic labor.19 

Coupled with these cultural shifts was a change in the character of the 
work itself. Over the course of the twentieth century, domestic work 
became widespread, with more households hiring part-time domestic 
workers and fewer maintaining a large staff of employees. Domestic 
workers were more likely to be a single employee in a household taking on 
multiple roles as cook, housecleaner, and child care worker or working for a 
family one or two days a week. Technological advances that eased the 
burden of maintaining a home contributed to this change. It was no longer 
necessary, for example, to hire someone to do only laundry with the 
invention of the automatic washing machine. Along with this came a 
process of de-skilling and multitasking. Household workers were also 
changing the character of the occupation by insisting on day work. Most 
household workers in the postwar period continued to work after having 
families of their own. These largely women-of-color workers began in the 
1920s to refuse live-in work. Domestic workers more commonly went 
home to their own families at the end of the day, and may even have 
worked for several families in a given week.29 

Middle-class women’s demand for workers, combined with continuing 
inequality and low wages, prompted many to leave the occupation and 
resulted in a shortage of workers. There was a growing sense among 
employers that domestic workers in the United States were too demanding, 
very costly, or not properly trained.2! Popular magazines were filled with 


stories of middle-class women unable to find household help. Employers 
were not, according to Life magazine in 1961, “rich or idle,” but working 
wives and mothers of large families who “desperately need help around the 
house.” One mother wrote in her diary, which was later published in a 
magazine, about her frustrating attempt to hire help: “There were some who 
would not scrub floors. Some couldn’t cook. Some would only cook. Some 
wanted ridiculous salaries or wouldn’t work weekends.”22 

Training became one solution. The call for training emerged in part from 
perceptions about the cultural distance between employers and employees, 
who it was believed didn’t share the same values, ethics, or knowledge as 
middle-class employees. Mrs. Brooks Wiley Maccraken, a former social 
worker living in Cleveland Heights, was so exasperated by the lack of 
“good” help, she started her own domestic-worker training program. One 
evening after hosting a party, she heard the cleaning woman dump all her 
precious silver into the sink. “So, I began thinking, and I guess because I’m 
a former social worker I thought about the possibility of training women to 
care for fine things like silver and china and linen, of teaching them how to 
set and serve a table, so they would be of real help to women giving parties. 
It seemed to me if women acquired a specialty like this they would earn 
more money—and both groups would be happier.”23 In 1960 Maccraken 
established the Party Aide Training Program at the Jane Addams Vocational 
School in Cleveland to create a better-prepared pool of workers for middle- 
class homes.24 The view that the needs of both middle-class women and 
poor women would be met through domestic-service training programs 
gained currency. 

The mutual dependencies of middle-class and poor women were perhaps 
best illustrated in a 1967 Woman’s Day magazine article called “Help 
Wanted!” It began by profiling a young mother who took a job as a school 
librarian but needed help taking care of her children. It also featured a 
woman who had been on welfare for eighteen years and was placed as a 
domestic in the librarian’s home by the welfare employment agency. This 
“matching” was deemed to be ideal. According to the librarian: “I just love 
my work! I’m doing what I was trained to do. Yet the house and our 
children aren’t neglected either.” The former welfare recipient, equally 
happy, explained: “Now I’m off welfare and we’re all doing fine. I work for 
some real nice people.” In this scenario, encouraging women, especially 
women on welfare, to enter the field of domestic service would be 


universally beneficial. They would move off the unemployment or welfare 
rolls and into permanent jobs. And middle-class women would get much- 
needed help. 

The arguments for moving poor women from welfare into domestic 
service were part of a larger anti-welfare discourse that saw welfare as a 
social ill, rather than an important source of support for single mothers, as 
was the case when it was established in the 1930s. The growing numbers of 
middle-class women entering the workforce bolstered critiques of welfare, 
since the idea that women should stay home with children was weakening. 
But the anti-welfare discourse in the 1960s was also cast through a racial 
and gendered lens, where women of color in particular were considered 
undeserving of state assistance and expected to work—especially when 
there was a shortage of domestic workers. According to one report: “This 
demand [for domestic labor] is not being met, although there are millions of 
unemployed and underemployed people who are seeking decent jobs.”25 

The NCHE believed that improving working conditions and making 
domestic service more attractive would simultaneously reduce the welfare 
and unemployment rolls and enable middle-class women to enter the 
workforce. Mary Dublin Keyserling, appointed head of the Women’s 
Bureau in 1964 after Esther Peterson stepped down, explained at a 1967 
NCHE conference on household labor: “The great growth in the 
employment of women and our rising living standards have increased the 
demand for household assistance. Many women whose services are needed 
as doctors, social workers, and teachers and in other essential occupations 
cannot combine work and family responsibilities unless they can count on 
competent, trained people to give them a hand at home. Many others also 
need household services, now inadequately available, if they are to make 
larger contributions as volunteers or in other types of needed community 
activity.”26 In conjunction with the Women’s Bureau, the NCHE created a 
pamphlet for employers that summed up this goal of meeting the needs of 
employed middle-class women: If ONLY I Could Get Some Household 
Help! It advised training workers as well as ensuring fair wages, defined 
hours, and mutual respect.27 

The status of the occupation—the stigma, low wages, and poor working 
conditions—the NCHE argued, deterred women from entertaining it and 
resulted in a shortage. African Americans, they maintained, would return to 
domestic service if job standards were improved and the master-servant 


character of the relationship redefined. This meant, in particular, revaluing 
the labor. Dorothy Height called for the need to recognize that there was 
“glory” in the work.28 “Some of these words like ‘maid’ and ‘domestic’ are 
demeaning and I think we must use more professional terms. . . . Let’s treat 
household employment as a profession in which workers have a contract 
and are assured fair hours and compensation, as well as coverage by our 
protective labor laws.” In addition, the norms and expectations governing 
the occupation seemed outdated. Peterson suggested: “Household 
employment is one of the last holdouts against modernization” and must be 
transformed by encouraging specialization and professionalization and 
enabling domestic workers to assert their rights.29 She argued: “This 
[change] is possible if we bring this occupation into the 20th century, if we 
give it dignity, provide training for it, and educate employers to recognize 
the hiring of household help as a business proposition.”°9 Elizabeth Koontz, 
appointed as the first African American woman to head the Women’s 
Bureau in 1969, summed up the goals of the NCHE most succinctly when 
she said, “We must change the workers; we must change the conditions of 
the industry; and we must change the attitudes of the employers.”°! The 
NCHE adopted a program of education, training, and a voluntary Code of 
Standards for employers that called for a minimum wage of $1.60 an hour, 
overtime pay, a written agreement of work responsibilities, paid holidays, 
vacations, sick days, social security, and a “professional working 
relationship.” The Code, which was also the basis for a model contract, 
became one way to establish a more businesslike employer-employee 
relationship.°2 

The NCHE launched eight demonstration projects underwritten by the 
Ford Foundation and the US Department of Labor’s Manpower 
Development and Training Program in 1966 to experiment with ways of 
reforming domestic service.33 The main goal was to create worker-run 
cooperatives or corporate entities with the hope that the “business model 
will transform the occupation.”34 The NCHE’s pilot projects were run by 
social service agencies, nonprofit organizations, advocacy groups, business 
leaders, or middle-class individuals with “local expertise” and designed to 
raise the status and pay of domestic workers and to provide trained, reliable, 
and professional service to employers. The YWCA-sponsored Household 
Employment Project based in Chicago, for example, ran seminars for 
employers on maintaining a professional relationship and training 


employees in homemaking skills. Another project, Household Management 
in New York, employed workers and sent them out to private individuals as 
needed for elder care, catering, child care, or cleaning. Workers were 
guaranteed full-time work, workers’ compensation, unemployment, sick 
leave, and a paid vacation. The Homemaker Service Demonstration Project 
at Kansas State University ran a four-week, live-in training program for 
women over age forty-five that prepared them to work for a family during 
periods of crisis. They were trained for “infant and child care, personal care, 
accident prevention, working with children, home nursing, understanding 
needs of the elderly, dealing with death, meal planning, buying, and money 
management.”2° SURGE, a Virginia-based employee-owned cooperative, 
sent out teams of workers for cleaning jobs. The range of projects the 
NCHE supported reflected the multiple ways it hoped to transform 
domestic work: from offering higher wages and benefits, to educating 
employers, to training workers, to introducing a third party into the 
employer-employee relationship. While the entrepreneurship model had the 
potential to put the power in the hands of household workers, most of the 
NCHE demonstration projects were not owned or managed by household 
workers but by middle-class advocates. 

In the mid-1960s, the NCHE designed programs with the needs of 
employers at the forefront and offered a narrative of domestic work that 
linked the fate of middle-class and poor women. The popular press reflected 
concerns about the shortage of good domestic help, which hindered 
women’s ability to mother and constrained their options to enter the 
workforce. Rather than advocating a cheap, compliant, and deferential 
workforce, the NCHE’s solution was one of a modern workforce with 
guaranteed basic rights and labor protections. Although their emphasis bent 
slightly toward the needs of middle-class women, theirs was a progressive 
vision that sought to shed the culture of servitude that some employers 
aimed to re-create. 

At the same time, the NCHE’s reforms reflected a degree of paternalism. 
In most of the early projects and campaigns, the power to define the terms 
of reform was in the hands of middle-class advocates. One NCHE-funded 
project, for example, in addition to pushing for higher wages, taught black 
women grooming, personality development, and proper diction through 
repetition of the phrase “The rain in Spain stays mainly on the plain,” an 
approach that seemed to emerge from employers’ desire for ideal 


servants.2° Household workers themselves played only a minimal role in 
discussions of how to transform domestic labor. This top-down approach 
would be replaced with a grassroots one, however, which was prompted by 
the upsurge of domestic-worker organizing and the growing calls among 
activists and reformers for empowerment and participation. The NCHE 
would soon find itself on an altered course as it brought together the local 
domestic workers’ rights groups in 1971 into a national organization, the 
Household Technicians of America. 


SHIFTING POLITICS OF THE NCHE 


A tuming point for the NCHE came in 1969, with the hiring of Edith 
Barksdale Sloan as executive director and the establishment of a committee 
of household workers. Two years later, a Ford Foundation grant enabled the 
NCHE to convene a national meeting of local household-worker groups. 
Interest in reaching out to household workers was not entirely new. 
Conversations about a membership arm of domestic workers were first 
raised in 1967, although initially little came of this.2”7 But Edith Sloan’s 
leadership proved decisive in moving the organization in this direction. 
Unhappy with NCHE’s previous emphasis, she believed that “unless the 
women had a really strong group to support their demands, the gains of 
better wages and benefits would be lost.”38 

At its annual meeting in March 1970, the NCHE board formally 
requested a conference of household workers. In the long term the NCHE 
hoped to see an independent national organization of workers.°9 It had 
come to believe that reforming domestic service could best be achieved by 
placing power in the hands of workers to determine for themselves how the 
occupation should be changed. This was the beginning of an effort to 
involve domestic workers and middle-class reformers and involve workers 
in the transformation of household labor. And most NCHE members 
expressed enthusiasm for this shift. According to one board member, Uvelia 
Bowen of HEART in Philadelphia, this initiative would mobilize a “cadre 
of household workers to decide their destiny in America . . . and this 
Committee [should] be ready to stand behind them and to make sure that 
they move in the proper channels to decide their destiny.” Anna Halsted, 
chairman of the NCHE board, concluded: “I believe that this is one of the 
most significant and exciting assignments which the National Committee on 


Household Employment could undertake in our program to improve the 
social and economic status of household workers.”4° 

The NCHE?’s turn to organizing domestic workers was part of a larger 
political sensibility in the late 1960s and early 1970s that advocated 
empowerment and self-determination of ordinary people. Anticolonial 
movements, the struggle for black power, poor people’s campaigns, the 
student movement, and women’s organizing all articulated a need for 
people to act on their own behalf rather than be acted upon. The civil rights 
movement was one model of how masses of people could participate in 
social change. Acknowledging people’s agency and giving them the 
opportunity to take control of their own futures was rooted in the idea that 
those experiencing a problem understood it best and could offer the most 
appropriate solutions. This sentiment was also reflected in the federal 
government’s War on Poverty, launched in 1964, which mandated 
“maximum feasible participation” of the poor in constructing programs to 
combat poverty. 

The NCHE?’s decision to ally with and support the self-empowerment of 
domestic workers by bringing them together into a separate organization 
fundamentally altered the political and intellectual direction of the NCHE. 
Edith Sloan and other advocates of this shift looked at domestic work not in 
terms of the persistent problems experienced by employers, but in terms of 
the history of black women and inequities in the labor market. Their new 
framework in thinking about domestic work drew out a longer historical 
thread between the occupation and black women’s struggle for dignity, 
equality, and justice and it created the space for domestic workers to speak 
out. Earlier black women activists like Marvel Cooke and labor feminists 
like Frieda Miller had waited for this development for years. In fact, Miller 
had written in 1951: “I hope to see the day when household workers will 
come together in an organization, and elect delegates and take a conscious 
pride in their skilled specialties.”4! That day had come. 

Under Sloan’s leadership, these hopes turned to reality and the NCHE 
increasingly centered the voices, stories, and leadership of domestic 
workers to reform the occupation. On the national level, it facilitated the 
circulation and dissemination of domestic-worker stories, which 
strengthened organizing on the local level and enabled domestic workers to 
develop a collective identity. Sloan’s story, and others like it, became an 
important component of domestic-worker organizing because it created a 


shared history and helped build solidarity, political consciousness, and 
emotional ties among African American domestic workers. Domestic- 
worker stories disrupted dominant narratives and offered an alternative 
history of domestic work, the intimate sphere, and labor organizing. They 
dispelled the “mammy” stereotype, exposed the power imbalance between 
employer and employee, and vividly described a life of hardship. The 
occupation’s roots in the history of slavery and racism, and the ways in 
which household workers used this history, enabled them to form a 
collective identity as a group of workers lacking protections, rights, and 
dignity but empowered to fight for them.42 Josephine Hulett’s role in the 
movement illustrates this. 


JOSEPHINE HULETT: “Say IT LIKE IT Is” 


In May 1970 Sloan hired Josephine Hulett as a field officer. Hulett was a 
household worker who had formed a domestic workers’ rights group in 
Youngstown, Ohio. After she started the group, Hulett wrote to President 
Lyndon Johnson’s wife, Lady Bird Johnson, about the terrible conditions of 
domestic work. Her letter was forwarded to the Labor Department and then 
to the NCHE, which put her in touch with Edith Sloan and propelled her 
into the national circles of domestic-worker organizing. After receiving 
Hulett’s letter, Sloan went to Youngstown in 1969 and asked Hulett to 
become an organizer for the NCHE and help implement its plan to establish 
a national organization of domestic workers. Hulett represented 
Youngstown on the board of the NCHE. Then, in May of 1970, she took 
Sloan up on her offer and became a full-time field organizer for the 
committee. 

Hulett’s charge was to reach out to and serve as a liaison between local 
household-workers rights’ groups and the NCHE. In some ways, Hulett was 
the ideal person for the job. She had worked as a domestic for twenty years 
and understood perfectly the hardships and constraints of the occupation. 
Hulett’s willingness to share her story became her signature strategy for 
organizing domestic workers. 

Hulett was born in 1937 near Portland, Arkansas, and raised on a white- 
owned farm that functioned more like a plantation. Although her family had 
been “adequately clothed and housed,” their situation deteriorated rapidly 
when the original owners died and the farm was passed down to their sons. 


When Josephine was thirteen, her mother died and her father sent her to live 
with her oldest sister in Ohio. Life wasn’t much easier at her new home. 
Her sister’s husband was a coal-yard worker, and the couple had a young 
daughter. Josephine was lonely and couldn’t shake the feeling that she was 
a financial burden to the family. “Many nights, I used to cry myself to sleep 
because I was so homesick. I wanted so much to go back home with my 
father.” To escape this unhappy situation, she dropped out of high school 
and got married. By the time she was twenty, the couple had divorced and 
Hulett was supporting a baby boy on her own.43 

As a high school dropout with few job opportunities, Hulett turned to 
domestic work to support herself. Because she couldn’t afford paid child 
care, she left the baby with her ex-husband’s family during the day, and 
ventured out from her home in Girard, Ohio, near Youngstown, in search of 
day work. At her first job she earned twenty-five dollars a week for five and 
a half days. She paid eighty cents for bus fare, walking two and a half miles 
each way to avoid paying for an additional bus. Her employer’s husband 
owned a produce company, yet she was given only a hot dog for lunch 
every day. She cared for four young children and cleaned a large house 
from top to bottom. Although she frequently worked late, she was never 
paid for overtime. One day, when she left thirty minutes early to take her 
son to the doctor, her employer docked her pay. The next day she left at five 
o’clock and informed her boss she would never work overtime again. The 
following week, she was fired.44 

At her next job, Hulett accepted a meager salary of $22.50 a week, 
working for an elderly couple who had no small children living in the 
home. Despite the anticipated lighter workload, she cooked for the entire 
extended family on Friday nights and sometimes babysat grandchildren— 
all for no extra pay. On top of that, when she arrived at work on Monday 
morning the house was filthy—the sink full of dishes, dirty clothes strewn 
all over the house, and overflowing ashtrays. In order to make ends meet, 
Hulett took on extra household work on the weekends. She worked for the 
family for ten years, fearful that if she demanded more money she would be 
fired. When she finally got up the nerve to ask for a raise, her pay was 
increased to $25 a week. But a few days later the family announced they 
were moving to Florida. They gave her no severance pay, no prior warning, 
and no benefits.45 


Committed to improving her economic situation, Hulett studied part-time 
to earn her high school diploma. She then spent a year and a half and $285 
—three months’ salary—taking a correspondence course to become a 
practical nurse. After completing it, she was shocked to learn that the 
course wasn’t accredited and she couldn’t practice in a medical facility. 
Hoping to find work in the health-care field, she looked for home-based 
nursing work—caring for an infant or an elderly or a disabled person. 
Hulett encountered yet another obstacle, recalling, “I soon discovered that 
being a companion or baby nurse were jobs mostly for white women.” She 
eventually found a job working for a young doctor, his wife, and their two 
babies, earning $35 a week for five days. In many ways it was a good 
position and a vast improvement from her previous jobs. She received wage 
increases, thoughtful gifts, paid vacations, and sick leave. “They regarded 
me as a professional and an adult. They didn’t pretend that I was a ‘member 
of the family’ nor did they intrude on my life.” She worked for them until 
1970, when she took the position with the NCHE.4° They remained friends 
long after that. Hulett’s story of her “good” employer also became 
important symbolically because it illustrated the possibility for just and 
respectable work and confirmed that there was nothing about the 
occupation that made it inescapably oppressive. 

Hulett’s story resonated with other black domestic workers. She shared 
her struggles of living in the rural South and how her treatment on the job 
pegged her as separate and highly unequal. As a single mother, Hulett had 
to balance care for her son with full-time employment. She spent as much 
time with her son as she could and carved out one day a week to go out to 
lunch with him, “and that was an occasion he loved and looked forward to.” 
As she explained later, “A mother’s going to find a way to support her child 
at all costs. . . . I know that is the only reason I took some of the conditions 
I did.”47 As a black woman, she had few other job opportunities. And in 
those situations when she tried to assert her rights, she found herself 
unemployed. On a few occasions, she was fired without warning or 
severance pay, and in her painstaking efforts to improve her economic 
situation she found that racial barriers prevented her from taking advantage 
of better opportunities. Hulett was often expected to do cooking, cleaning, 
and child-care work that was clearly not part of her job description. She was 
deeply concerned about the status and dignity of domestic workers and her 
treatment as a servant rather than a worker. “Just because a worker lives in 


doesn’t mean she should be at someone’s beck and call 24 hours a day. 
Even for a day worker, sometimes it seems the employer feels he or she 
owns you. If you’re sick, some employers will call up the doctor to make 
sure you’re not lying.”48 

Hulett’s encounter with another household worker sparked her political 
activism, underscoring how the sharing of stories and communal connection 
among household workers laid the foundation for this movement. One 
morning at 4:30 a.m., Hulett was on her way home from dropping off her 
employers at the airport when she saw an older black woman walking to 
work and offered her a ride. The woman had injured her hip while at work 
and had no sick leave or insurance. She couldn’t afford to take time off. 
According to Hulett, her “employers refused to accept the fact that her 
injury had occurred while at work, and they refused to aid her in any 
way.”49 Although she completed most of her work—-sitting on a stool to 
wash dishes—she couldn’t take the child out for a walk. The employer, who 
was a stockbroker, hired a babysitter to do it for $2 a day and deducted the 
amount from the employee’s weekly wages of $42.50 This woman’s story 
prompted Hulett to contact several other household workers and encouraged 
them to form the Youngstown Household Technicians in 1968. 

After meeting Edith Barksdale Sloan and joining the staff of the NCHE 
in 1970, Hulett reached out to domestic workers around the country and 
helped organize the national conference the following year. In her first few 
months on the job she traveled from site to site, Akron and Youngstown, 
Ohio, Alexandria, Virginia, Denver, Chicago, Baltimore, East St. Louis, 
talking with household workers. A small group of household workers in 
Auburn, Alabama, for example, had been meeting regularly since 1969. In 
early 1971, they contacted NCHE, which sent organizing materials and 
arranged a visit by Hulett. This proved transformative. The small informal 
group formed a functioning organization and sent five representatives to the 
first national household-workers conference in Washington.5! Personal 
outreach and Hulett’s ability to inspire other household workers became the 
hallmark of her leadership. She recognized their “need to feel that someone 
can say it like it is.” As she explained it, her firsthand experience with 
domestic work is what made her an effective leader: “I have to. . . really 
say what my life has been like . . . so that other women who are household 
workers may be able to connect with my story, and see what we can do 
together to change our lives.”52 Hulett’s story included a growing 


awareness of the need to assert her rights. It reflected her belief that 
political engagement by domestic workers was key to achieving reforms. 
“When I visit with them,” she observed, “they become highly motivated 
and dedicated to the cause.” Hulett encouraged the women she met to take 
action and be a part of the larger movement of household workers.*3 


Pay, PROTECTION, AND PROFESSIONALISM 


Dorothy Bolden and Geraldine Roberts were two of the women Josephine 
Hulett and Edith Sloan brought together in July 1971 at the first convention 
of domestic workers, which eventually became the Household Technicians 
of America (HTA). Household workers traveling to Washington, DC, 
included Mary McClendon and Bernice Thompson of the Household 
Workers Organization in Detroit and Geraldine Miller from New York 
City.°¢ They came together for what they called the three P’s: pay, 
protection, and professionalism. All together six hundred household 
workers from thirty cities participated in a weekend filled with festivities— 
dignitaries, dinners, and testimonials.°5 

The gathering at the Twin Bridges Marriott was inspiring. Edith Sloan, in 
her keynote address, told the gathering: “I know you don’t need to hear the 
reasons why we are here . . . Your memories and aching bodies and tired 
bones give you all the answers necessary.” Speaking to the power of the 
gathering, she claimed: “Unless there are some changes made, ‘Madame’ is 
going to have to clean her own house, and cook and serve her own meals, 
because everyone is going to quit.”°© Hulett urged the women to speak out: 
“We’re women, and we’ve got big mouths. But you ain’t afraid of your big 
man—now are you gonna be afraid of Miss Jane?”57 One reporter called the 
gathering “an odd blend of religious fervor, black militancy, women’s 
liberation and union solidarity.”°° Representative John Conyers declared 
that “the day for exploiting the domestic worker is over.”59 According to 
one report, Walter Fauntroy, pastor at New Bethel Baptist Church and 
congressional representative for Washington, DC, “thrilled the Saturday 
evening banquet audience” by singing “The Impossible Dream.”©° Esther 
Peterson attended, as did Shirley Chisholm, the first black woman in 
Congress, who told the enthusiastic crowd: “We want our piece of the 
American Dream.”61 


Becky Esquivias of Oklahoma City, one of four Native American 
domestic workers at the conference, shared her story of being expected to 
wash, cook, plan meals, and clean, although she was hired as a practical 
nurse.62 Wilhelmina Adams, a mother of three from Charlotte, North 
Carolina, had worked as a domestic for decades and was involved in several 
community organizations including her church and the PTA. In the 1960s 
she became president of the board of Domestics United Incorporated and a 
paid staff member responsible for training, placing domestic workers in 
jobs, as well as setting employment standards, such as the refusal to wash 
windows.®? Domestics United, supported by the Charlotte Area Fund, was 
formed in 1966 when African American household workers reached out to 
the Westside Neighborhood Service Center for help with problems of low 
wages and long hours. By the late 1960s, there were six chapters in the 
Charlotte area and an estimated two hundred people involved.64 The 
domestic workers’ conference was a forum to discuss how to organize and 
build support. The women who gathered in Washington usually knew little 
about other domestic-worker activism prior to this meeting. Their impetus 
to organize was rooted in their day-to-day lives and the communities in 
which they resided. So the gathering provided an opportunity to meet and 
connect with other domestic-worker organizers. As an attendee from North 
Carolina said, “Now I know I’m not alone.”65 In that regard the HTA was 
less an architect of domestic-worker organizing than a conduit linking 
together the disparate local struggles. 

Two weeks after the national gathering, a committee elected at the 
conference met at the Washington, DC, Statler Hilton Hotel to hammer out 
the details of the new organization. The planning meeting was a multiracial 
group of women—black, white, Native American, and Chicana. The 
Chicana and Native American domestic workers dropped out shortly, and 
although NCHE attempted to replace them, the organization was never able 
to build a truly multiracial movement.°6 Committee members decided to 
call the new organization the Household Technicians of America (HTA) and 
intended “to work with and for workers of all races and ethnic groups.”®7 
The HTA was composed of elected representatives of local groups of 
workers and a board of directors, and instituted a dues system to enable the 
organization to be self-supporting. Geneva Reid of Warren, Ohio, was 
named the first president. NCHE promised to help advise and fund the 
organization for one year, then expected it to be independent. Eventually, 


HTA came to represent over three dozen groups, had a full-time staff, and a 
membership of some twenty-five thousand, from diverse places like San 
Francisco, Sacramento, Tulsa, Detroit, Atlanta, Cleveland, and Dallas. The 
hope was that the HTA would remain independent, but the organization 
struggled financially and the institutional history of the NCHE and the HTA 
overlapped, as did the membership. So, in addition to the HTA, the NCHE 
increasingly came to represent the voices of household workers. 

The NCHE’s commitment to organize local domestic workers’ rights 
groups and form an organization “which would become the national voice 
of the workers and their instrument for change” was a watershed moment 
for household workers. Many of the reformers who had been involved with 
NCHE in its early years, including Dorothy Height, Frieda Miller, and 
Esther Peterson, were ecstatic about the new organization. Even if they 
didn’t initially make this a priority in their reform efforts, they were aware 
of the significance in this turn in direction. Although Frieda Miller died in 
1973 shortly after HTA’s formation, Esther Peterson was connected to 
household-worker organizing until the late 1970s and attended several of its 
national conferences. And Dorothy Height similarly remained a stalwart 
supporter. After generations of silent struggle or quiet endurance, of feeling 
that there simply were no options, domestic workers had begun to come out 
of the shadows and emerge from behind closed doors.68 The decision to 
bring together the disparate local groups to work collaboratively to build 
local organizations and push a national agenda transformed what had been 
individualized resistance, or informal community organizing, as was the 
case in Montgomery, into a visible political movement.®9 

With a cadre of women such as Josephine Hulett in leadership, HTA 
launched its program of “giving voice” to domestic workers, and as a result, 
workers’ voices came to play a prominent role in domestic-worker activism. 
The stories of mothers and grandmothers, of aunts and sisters, and of 
workers themselves recounted decades of hardship, few rewards, limited 
opportunities, and, for black women, a history of slavery and servitude. 
Edith Sloan’s story of Aunt Rie was one such example. It was a way for her 
to connect with household workers and to make a claim for why reform of 
the occupation was so urgently needed. Both the stories and this first 
national gathering of domestic workers proved to be pivotal in the 
construction of these women’s identity as domestic workers—that they had 


a set of common interests and could mobilize around a political platform for 
change. 

For household workers, storytelling highlighted their relationship to 
domestic work, linked past and present, and was a means to achieve dignity 
and self-empowerment. Storytelling served as a base-building tool, gave 
legitimacy and authority to those speaking on behalf of domestic workers, 
and helped craft their identity. They learned about the experiences of other 
domestic workers and empathized about the common patterns of 
mistreatment. Moreover, their stories enabled women from vastly different 
backgrounds to develop a thread of connection that would be the basis of 
their collective mobilization. By speaking about their lives, their hardship, 
and love of their work, they hoped to bring dignity and value to household 
labor. 


CHAPTER 4 


INTIMACY, LABOR, AND 
PROFESSIONALIZATION 


I have completed my training as a household technician and know that I don’t have to scrub 
floors down on all fours anymore. 


—A GRADUATE OF NDWUA’S HOUSEHOLD MANAGEMENT TECHNICIANS 
PROGRAM 


In 1970 Dorothy Bolden and the NDWUA in Atlanta established Maids’ 
Honor Day to recognize the contributions of domestic workers. Employers 
were asked to submit letters of nomination explaining why their maid 
should be named “Maid of the Year.” “The purpose of this event,” the 
NDWUA announced, “is to recognize and honor outstanding women in the 
field of domestic labor, for their courage and stability, and the remarkable 
ability of being able to take care of two households at one time.”! The 
Maids’ Honor Day banquet was held annually in May; the celebration 
included distinguished speakers, citations, awards, and a benediction. 

Maids’ Honor Day, which sought to bring respect and recognition to an 
occupation both undervalued and underpaid, was part of a broader 
campaign to improve working conditions for domestic laborers. The 
struggle for dignity was part and parcel of the struggle for rights. For poor 
black women who scrubbed other people’s floors, the banquet was a rare 
opportunity to dress up in their finest attire, enjoy a lavish dinner, and 
publicly take pride in who they were. Even workers who did not win the 
honor of Maid of the Year undoubtedly benefited from basking in the praise 
of their employers. 

Bolden’s was not an isolated effort. Across the country, domestic-worker- 
appreciation events sought to recognize the contributions of domestic 
workers. Some “honor days” were established and run by domestic workers 


themselves. In other cases, states issued formal proclamations in response 
to activists’ campaigns. In Michigan, Governor William Milliken declared a 
Household Workers Week in April 1972. Governor John J. Gilligan of 
Ohio, in announcing an annual Household Employees Week, described 
domestic labor as “an honorable and indispensable profession which 
requires a high degree of skill and expertise,” and hoped to “pay just and 
proper tribute to the domestic specialists and technicians.”2 When Governor 
Jimmy Carter signed an executive order to proclaim Maids’ Honor Day in 
Georgia in April 1972, he was flanked by Dorothy Bolden and other 
household-worker activists. 

Implicit in these efforts to honor household workers was the 
acknowledgment that household labor is different from other kinds of labor, 
by virtue of its taking place in the domestic sphere. The home as workspace 
fostered a perception that domestic workers did what they did out of love 
and loyalty; in this sense, the work was equated to the unpaid labor of 
housewives. One employer nominating her maid wrote, “This letter is a 
love story.” Another said of her employee, “She is more than a maid (just as 
a wife is more than just a housewife). She is a very dear part of us.”3 
Another claimed she is “my very dearest friend.” Employers’ framing of the 
labor as “care work” reinforced the notion that this was labor emanating 
from and centering on an emotional connection. In contrast, household 
workers in the 1970s rarely used the framework of care to talk about their 
work. They preferred a “labor” construct over a “care” construct—a focus 
on rights rather than emotion. At the same time, employers maintained a 
strict separation between family members and women working in their 
homes to justify unequal treatment. Thus, proximity and distance, 
familiarity and difference, characterized household labor.4 





Jimmy Carter signs the Maids’ Honor Day proclamation in 1972. Dorothy Bolden is on the right. 
(Special Collections and Archives, Georgia State University Library) 


Domestic workers had complicated relations with their employers 
because of the personal nature of the work and the fact that their workplace 
was a private household. Their jobs brought them in intimate contact with 
members of the household, and the “housework” they performed tended to 
be devalued. Household workers often expressed a love for their work and 
felt that maintaining a close, cordial relationship with their employers was 
necessary. But they also rejected the culture of servitude that had produced 
the mammy stereotype and wanted to be seen in a professional context. As 
Josephine Hulett explained: “I have found that a major problem is to break 
down the maid/domestic/servant images, and the misunderstandings and 
prejudices that go with these images. Since people think that household 
work is inferior, they are prone to think that the people that perform this 
work are inferior.”° 


At the core, domestic-worker activists advocated recognition of their 
labor as work and the same protections afforded to other workers. They 
sought control over the work process and wanted to determine for 
themselves the standards and expectations of the occupation. They rejected 
employer-initiated training programs and created their own programs and 
uniform codes of job standards. They asserted their rights as workers by 
insisting on basic rights and protections. They hoped to professionalize the 
occupation and raise wages to enhance the power of workers and transform 
the employer/employee relationship. In short, they wanted to reshape the 
contours of the occupation and reestablish it as one of dignity, respect, and 
professionalism. 


THE DOMESTIC SPHERE 


Alice Childress used the phrase “one of the family” to describe a central 
reality of domestic labor: individuals laboring in the home with little public 
recognition of their status as workers.® The location of the work fostered an 
environment where the boundary between being a worker with specific 
responsibilities and acting as a personal attendant was fuzzy, even for 
household cleaners who theoretically were not caretakers.’ Workers were 
often expected to be at the beck and call of their employers rather than 
having a clearly defined set of responsibilities. The confusion extended 
beyond assigned tasks and blurred the distinction between employee and 
household resident. The fiction of familiarity was used to extract additional 
labor from workers and make leftovers and hand-me-downs acceptable 
forms of remuneration. 

Testimony from employers during Atlanta’s Maids’ Honor Day illustrates 
how employers viewed their domestic help and the roles they played in the 
household. The nomination letters included numerous accounts of 
household workers simultaneously cleaning, cooking, caring for children, 
helping neighbors and other family members with chores, and taking care 
of the disabled, ill, and dying. A worker’s commitment to the household, 
often at the expense of her own family and personal well-being, was an 
ever-present theme. Household worker Leola King, for example, stayed at 
her employer’s house over the Easter weekend because the family was out 
of town and someone needed to “take care of things” and look in on the 
employer’s sister, who was in a nursing home. When the woman became ill, 


Leola had to find care for her own grandson, whom she was caring for, as 
well as contact the woman’s doctor and go to the hospital, missing “the only 
thing she wanted,” which was to attend evening service on Easter Sunday.9 
Mrs. Toon, another employer, testified about Jeanette Everhart: “Numerous 
times, she has neglected family and come to my rescue.”!0 One employer 
nominated her domestic worker because she was “the epitome of quiet, 
gentle strength.”!! Mrs. James Coody explained that Sophie, even though 
she had her own family, worked for thirty years for her employers, acting as 
“pediatrician, psychologist, advisor, counselor, confidant, companion and 
contributor to spoiling our son.”!2 Anne Winston explained that her 
domestic worker, Rosie Powell, “swooped in like Mary Poppins” and saved 
the family from being broken apart, while accepting a “very low salary.” 
Moreover, Rosie “sustained third-degree burns of her forearm when she 
risked her life to put out a kitchen fire which endangered my baby. When 
she returned from the hospital with her arm wrapped in bandages, she 
insisted on serving supper to the family rather than leaving the chores to me 
after I had been at school all day.”!3 Maids’ Honor Day provides a window 
into employer perceptions about household workers—the affection they felt 
for their employees, how they depended upon them, and their expectations 
of what defined a good household worker. Many employers believed they 
simply could not survive without the help of their workers. 

Employer testimony sometimes invoked the stereotypical mammy figure. 
Betty Talmadge of Lovejoy, Georgia, wrote about the family’s maid, 
Lucille, whose mother also worked for the family. The women lived on the 
family farm, and Lucille not only tended to her employer’s children, 
grandchildren, and dying mother, but also cooked, cleaned house for her 
employer, and worked in the employer’s ham processing plant. The 
multigenerational family ties and claims of loyalty seemed to harken back 
to an earlier era.14 Another employer submitted, as part of the Maids’ 
Honor Day nomination, her fourteen-year-old daughter’s school essay on 
her “most favorite character,” with the title “Rustin’s Mary.” After detailing 
Mary’s multiple roles in the household, the daughter wrote, “Many people 
ask us if we ‘own’ her, but the truth is, Mary actually ‘owns’ us .. . 
[because] Mary told everyone what to do and when to do it.”!5 The essay 
reveals how the slave past continued to inform notions of household labor 
and how the mammy stereotype persisted within the white household, with 
the image of the unswervingly loyal black maid as central to family life. 


Employer stories became part of the narrative of the struggle for 
domestic-worker rights and were the basis for honoring particular maids 
because they conveyed a sense of the value and importance of this labor. 
Employers repeatedly testified about the indispensability of their household 
workers. As one explained, “I don’t know what I would do without her”; 
another asserted, “She is a stand-in mother to my babies while I work.” 16 
These stories also reinforced the power of employers to define the terms of 
employment and determine what distinguished a “good” from a “bad” 
worker. Clearly, these employers lauded the values of deference, loyalty, 
and self-sacrifice (even to the point of a maid putting her own life in 
jeopardy)—the very aspects of the occupation that domestic-worker rights 
activists found intolerable. Johnnie Saulsberry, the 1976 “Maid of the 
Year,” deserved the honor, her employer wrote, because she bathes and 
cares for the employer’s seventy-five-year-old mother, entertains her 
mother’s friends for afternoon tea, takes care of a dog, cleans a ten-room 
house, does the laundry, tends to fifty plants, cooks fabulous meals, never 
complains about unexpectedly having three or four guests or large numbers 
of extended family for dinner, and often stays late if her employer is 
delayed returning home. Another supporter wrote that Johnnie was 
“cheerful, bright eyed, and remarkably pleasant.” Another letter writer for 
Johnnie wrote that she was “unselfish” in giving extra time, underscoring 
the way the labor was perceived as caring work and that refusing to give 
extra time may have been viewed as selfish. Johnnie’s own status as a 
mother was mentioned, but as a footnote in her list of attributes.!” Rather 
than scrutinizing the unrealistic demands of employers or the standards of 
employment, Maids’ Honor Day redirected attention to how well 
employees conducted themselves and whether or not they fulfilled the 
expectations of their bosses. Maids’ Honor Day revealed how many 
employers depended on their workers, and how this dependence sometimes 
came at the expense of domestic workers’ basic rights. 

As “one of the family,” domestic workers had to ensure that household 
members were taken care of and tasks completed, even if doing so meant 
longer hours and no additional pay, since household members—especially 
women—routinely engage in caretaking out of love or responsibility, 
without compensation. Indeed, Jewel Adams’s employer called her “our 
friend and part of the family.”!8 The metaphor of family suggested an 
emotional bond, mutual obligations, and a relationship separate from the 


marketplace, obscuring what was in fact a market relationship. 
Characterizing domestic workers as “family” and constructing their work in 
terms of “care” enabled employers to flout the law and create informal and 
unpredictable work situations. Employers were entrusting their home and 
their children to another individual. And in order for that situation to be 
viable, they had to believe that care and love were central components of 
the occupation. 

Many household workers were devoted to the people they worked for and 
took pride in what they did. NDWUA established Maids’ Honor Day in part 
to express “love for our labor” and the ways in which workers exhibit 
“voluntary love with an aim for service to others.”!9 This sentiment was an 
important theme in household workers’ campaigns and emerges again and 
again in their testimonies. Many household workers became emotionally 
intertwined with the families they worked for. Geraldine Miller described 
grieving over the loss of someone in one family and worrying about an 
illness in another family.2? Household workers valued and recognized the 
work they did and they genuinely enjoyed it. But even though household 
workers expressed love of their labor, they did not see their work as a labor 
of love. Mable Franklin, a member of the Dallas Committee on Household 
Employment, grew to love the family she worked for: “The love and joy I 
have known for doing my best is something nobody can take from me. The 
loving and caring goes two ways and most people have it—at least some of 
it—with the people they work for. But love won’t pay their grocery bills.”21 

Employer claims to kinship were rarely genuine, and in any case were 
not reciprocal. Although domestic workers were expected to carry out 
familial responsibilities, they were rarely accorded familial rights such as 
using the front door, sitting at the dinner table, or being properly fed. The 
question of food was a recurring one. Food served to workers was often 
poor quality, leftover, or simply not enough. Geraldine Miller recalled being 
offered food that was inedible: “I’ve had sandwiches where the cheese was 
so hard I could throw it and hit you in the head and hurt you.”22 Moreover, 
domestics were not interested in building these sorts of familial 
relationships. Bolden and others wanted to be treated as workers. They saw 
their work as rooted in a labor-market transaction, not an emotional 
connection. For household workers, the language of care and kin masked 
their central concerns of rights and responsibilities. As Carolyn Reed, who 


became a national leader in the movement, put it, “I don’t need a family. I 
only want a job.”23 

The location of the work tied it closely to unpaid labor in the household 
and what traditionally has been considered “women’s work.” The 
association contributed to its degradation because it was often not 
considered “real” work.24 Household work as nonproductive labor is a 
modern construction. For centuries, the home was the core of the economy, 
the center of both production and consumption. Or to put it another way, as 
Charlotte Perkins Gilman asserted in 1903, all “industry began at home.” 
Since the nineteenth century, with the rise of a “separate spheres” ideology, 
home and work were constructed as distinct places—making it hard to 
recognize the work that takes place in the home, whether paid or unpaid.2° 

Although the home has been artificially cast as a private space—a space 
of nurturance and love—the kitchen, the dining room, the bedroom, and the 
bathroom were locations where hierarchies of difference were created and 
re-created through the practices and policies that governed domestic work. 
The widely accepted customs of having household workers enter through 
the back door, use separate rest rooms, and eat leftover food was how race 
was remade on a daily basis in private spaces. The racial boundaries 
established by employers constructed a politics of inhumanity and 
invisibility that domestic workers encountered in their places of 
employment. 

In an oral history in the late 1970s, Geraldine Roberts recounted a 
degrading job-interview experience. After examining Roberts’s teeth, a 
prospective employer told her: “Any girl . . . with a mouth this clean and 
pretty clean teeth was a pretty clean gal ’cause I don’t like dirty help in the 
house.”26 This illustrates the employer’s orientation as a prospective 
“owner” of the employee. The story conjures up images of the slave auction 
block where slaves’ physical health, including their teeth, was closely 
examined by potential slave buyers and was emblematic of the way in 
which the bodies of domestic workers were scrutinized and subject to 
regulation. The connection between domestic work and slavery was 
reinforced by Josephine Hulett. In a 1973 workshop of about fifty 
household workers in Miami, she gave a talk titled “Are You a Household 
Slave?” claiming, “We are not the old stereotype, you know, fat, black, and 
with a rag tied around our heads.”27 


Roberts’s experience illustrates how the intimate nature of the work 
subjected domestic workers to a degree of monitoring and regulation rarely 
experienced by other workers. Domestics worked, and sometimes lived, in 
close physical proximity to employers and engaged in food preparation, 
washed the family’s laundry, spent time in bedrooms and bathrooms, and 
physically cared for the young, elderly, and sick. This intimacy often 
became a justification for queries about health, demands for medical 
documentation, or degrading personal examinations. 

Employers had long been concerned about domestic workers’ exposure 
to disease and were fearful, especially in the early twentieth century, that 
domestic workers were infected with tuberculosis or syphilis. Employers 
and public health officials believed the occupation required a degree of 
control that included government regulation of the bodies of household 
workers. States and municipalities passed laws requiring domestic workers 
to submit to medical tests and obtain doctors’ certificates, and employers 
sometimes expected their help to carry cards verifying their health status. 
While purportedly about safeguarding the well-being of middle-class 
families, such attitudes served to reinforce control and bodily ownership of 
domestics by their employers.28 Employers wielded enormous power to 
monitor their workers and enforce arbitrary standards, which served in part 
to structure hierarchy between employer and employee. Yet the concerns 
about disease offered little regard for the health of domestic workers. 

In Like One of the Family, Alice Childress, in an account titled “The 
Health Card,” conveyed the sentiments of many household workers. 
Mildred’s employer, after inquiring if she lived in Harlem, asked her if she 
had a health card. Mildred told her that she did indeed and would bring it 
the next day. Her relieved employer responded that she didn’t mean any 
offense, but “one must be careful.” Mildred agreed fully and explained: 
“Indeed one must and I am glad you are so understandin’ ’cause I was just 
worryin’ and studyin’ on how I was goin’ to ask you for yours, and of 
course you’ll let me see one from your husband and one for each of the 
three children. Since I have to handle laundry and make beds, you know 

. .23 This exchange colorfully illustrates the double standard that 
household workers were subject to, as members of the household and yet 
other. 

Many employers acted in the belief that they were not simply purchasing 
the skills of a domestic worker but their physical presence. Domestic 


workers were expected to invest their household tasks with positive 
emotional energy. One employer singled out her maid as someone who 
“scatters sunshine with her cheerfulness.” Another adored her maid because 
“she has not complained once in nine years.”39 Unlike other forms of labor, 
where employees sold their time or a service, domestic workers’ bodies 
were considered commodities. This fostered a work environment where 
employees’ character, not only their ability to complete specified chores, 
became a measure of one’s job performance. One employer appreciated her 
maid because “she always answers in a pleasant ‘yes, Ma’am.’”?! Domestic 
workers were often, especially in the 1960s, hired and fired because of 
particular personality traits rather than their occupational skills. As Carolyn 
Reed put it, “Household workers have not been selling their services; they 
have been selling their souls.”32 The intimate nature of the work made it 
different from other unskilled labor that was filled by bodies believed to be 
easily replaceable and interchangeable. Domestic workers were evaluated 
by their ability to be cheerful, caring, and compassionate. They were 
expected to listen to and comfort employers, nurture children, and project 
an upbeat yet deferential personality. The occupation required employees to 
engage in the physical labor of cooking, cleaning, and household 
maintenance, as well as, to use sociologist Arlie Hochschild’s term, 
emotional labor.23 Geraldine Roberts explained her dissatisfaction with the 
emotional labor expected of her: “We were not satisfied; we were afraid we 
may not have the job—that we might get fired. So we was submissive to the 
boss lady to some degree; as we were to our mistresses in slavery time: the 
fear of the employer, the fear of not being able to get another job, no 
references being given if she got angry. We had to pretend and smile when 
we didn’t want to smile and show our teeth and laugh loud and [act] stupid 
to make her feel that we were quite humble to her.”34 

Roberts’s reference to slavery and performative behavior is significant 
because it suggests that despite outward appearances, domestic workers 
were deeply unhappy with the expectations of their work and that a degree 
of coercion shaped their behavior. She suggests that the act of smiling and 
laughing was often for the benefit of the employer and didn’t reflect how 
employees actually felt. In her history of African American women and 
rape, Darlene Clark Hine identifies a “culture of dissemblance”’—in which 
African American women created an appearance of openness while in 
reality shielding their inner selves. In their employment relationships, 


household workers developed a similar culture of dissemblance, shielding 
their true feelings from employers. So, household labor was embodied labor 
in which not only the body, but the mind and the heart, as well, were seen as 
determining the quality of the work. Workers were expected to lift, bend, 
climb, carry, scrub, protect, sooth, smile, and love. They were evaluated by 
their personality, demeanor, hygiene, character, as well as their set of 
acquired skills. Patterns of deference enabled white employers to wield 
power over women of color, fostering a relationship that was both personal 
and paternalistic.35 

Although household workers’ bodies were hypermonitored, domestics 
were simultaneously deemed invisible, as if they were not present in the 
workspaces they inhabited. Consequently, domestic workers were privy to 
personal information about the family. Josephine Hulett explained how 
domestic workers often overheard conversations not meant for their ears: 
“Some employers will discuss your most intimate affairs over the dinner 
table. They will discuss their most intimate affairs around you, too, but 
you’re not supposed to have ears, or to understand. Or they’ ll discuss racial 
issues, talking about how ‘they’ are trying to move into their neighborhood. 
You’re not supposed to hear that, either.”2° This assumption that topics 
could be discussed or workers could be a subject of conversation and that, 
despite their presence, they somehow wouldn’t hear is further evidence of 
dehumanization and domestic workers’ treatment as nonpersons. 

Carolyn Reed experienced this as well. When Reed took a live-in job for 
a wealthy family in Scarsdale, New York, she was welcomed as “one of the 
family.” That meant working from seven in the morning until midnight. In 
five years, Reed never got a raise, received Social Security, or had a 
vacation. “Then one night, the woman of the house—who had been having 
an affair and was very, very nervous—began to scream at me for not having 
done something she thought I should have done. . . . As she screamed I 
realized I wasn’t real to her. I mean, I wasn’t a person to her. . . . She had no 
respect for me, for what I did... . I was a servant to her, maybe even a 
slave. I remember while she was screaming I began saying ‘I don’t work for 
you anymore.’ .. . And that was it. I packed my bags in the middle of the 
night; my husband, who was then my boyfriend, came and got me, and we 
took off.”37 

These practices of bodily control, emotional demands, and invisibility 
illustrate core features of household labor. Race, class, gender, sexuality, 


and unequal power relations were constructed, articulated, and experienced 
within the home. In that regard, the processes constituted—and resisted—in 
the so-called private sphere were a reflection of larger political and 
economic structures. 





DIGNITY: WHAT’S IN A NAME? 


Domestic workers engaged in multiple strategies to reclaim their labor as 
legitimate work and challenge the unequal power structure that 
characterized their employment. They tackled the problem of lack of 
recognition in part by thinking about naming and forms of address as a way 
to remake their identity and subjectivity. Naming reflected status and 
identity.2° Household workers were expected to engage in deference rituals 
—to refer to their bosses as Miss or Mrs.—yet they were often called by 
their first names, or even more offensively as “girl.” Employers’ reference 
to their workers by their first names indicated a degree of personalism and 
informality that didn’t accurately reflect how domestics felt about the 
relationship—nor how they believed their employers felt about the 
relationship. Geraldine Roberts expressed her disapproval of employers 
calling their workers “girl” with a rhetorical question: “Was she twelve, or 
was she ten, or was she twenty-one, or is she fifty?” A typical employer 
response, according to Roberts: “Well, I call my best girlfriends . . . girls.” 
Roberts retorted: “Well, she’s not your best girlfriend. She’s your 
employee.”39 When household workers gathered for their first national 
convention in 1971, the question of respectful form of address was a key 
one. Edith Sloan urged the women in attendance: “The next time someone 
calls you Sally or John, you tell them that you are Free, Black, Brown, Red 
or White and 21 and that your name is MISS Sally or MR. John. And if 
someone calls you AUNTIE, as Mary McLeod Bethune once answered, you 
ask them ‘and which one of my sisters’ children are you?’”40 

Roberts elaborated on how changing perceptions and forms of address 
led to a shift in the status of the occupation: “We’ve changed some of that, 
attitudes towards you. Mainly the middle class looked down upon their 
servant help in such a very unpleasant way, a possessive sort of thing that 
they owned and we were their things. It was ‘my Mary’ and ‘my Annie’ and 
‘my Gerry’ and we were a part of the family . . . but nevertheless, I was not 
in the family will or if there was any illness and I could no longer work all 


at once I was not a part of that family any more.”4! “Now we meet our new 
employer and we are respected as Mrs. Roberts, Mrs. Thomas.” Being 
addressed as Miss or Mrs. was a sign of respect and recognition of 
professionalism and independence that many domestics insisted upon. 

The shift in terminology also extended to the category of work, and 
activists were eager to put forward more empowering names for their labor. 
Although Bolden used the term “maid,” most household workers were 
moving away from that word as a term that signified subservience. By the 
mid-1970s, Bolden was also using the designation “household technician.” 
Irene Lloyd, who headed the Nassau-Suffolk Household Technicians in 
Long Island, explained, “The word ‘maid’ makes me a slave, and I am not a 
slave.”42 As Carolyn Reed explained: “When I think of domestic, I 
immediately think of a very tame animal—a cat or dog or something. I am 
not a tame person, I am not a domesticated person. Servant to me goes back 
to the days of slavery.”43 The term “household technician” was a deliberate 
choice on the part of domestic-worker organizers, who sought to convey a 
degree of professionalization. They wanted to be acknowledged, not as 
maids or servants, which had connotations of subservience, but as skilled 
workers. Geraldine Miller, a New York City—based activist, explained: “We 
took the name of Household Technicians because we feel that we were able 
to do anything with little or no supervision.”44 A graduate of one of 
NDWUA’s training programs in Atlanta testified that when her employer 
demanded that she scrub the floor on her hands and knees, she responded: 
“I have completed my training as a household technician and know that I 
don’t have to scrub floors down on all fours anymore.”4° For this worker, 
the designation “household technician” defined the type of labor that could 
be expected of her. 

Domestic workers were convinced that the degradation of domestic work 
hinged in part on public perceptions and lack of value attached to their 
labor. If those could be remedied, they believed the status of the occupation 
could be transformed. Josephine Hulett observed, “Isn’t it funny how 
garbage collection was a dirty job until they changed the name to sanitation 
engineers and raised the salaries to $12,000 a year and up?”46 So, 
professionalism, along with pay and dignity, was a rallying cry of the 
movement. As Geraldine Roberts explained, “I considered myself a 
professional and I said, other domestics, look upon yourselves as 
professional technicians.”4” The naming and renaming associated with 


household labor, much like the stories that domestic workers shared with 
each other, was part of the process of establishing a new identity for 
domestic workers. 


PROFESSIONALIZATION AND TRAINING 


Household workers also reframed the character of their labor through 
professionalization and training programs. For domestic workers, 
personalism, intimacy, and the location of their work led to battles with 
their employers over control of the work process.4® The unregulated nature 
of domestic work gave employers an enormous amount of power to 
determine tasks and assign chores arbitrarily. Domestic workers defined the 
expectations of their labor and established the boundaries of acceptable 
work through uniform codes and standards. A booklet published by one 
local group delineated chores that domestic workers wouldn’t do, including 
climbing ladders, washing windows, cleaning walls out of reach, and 
scrubbing floors on their knees.49 Model contracts and codes of standards 
outlined benefits and specified work expectations, which enabled workers 
to be autonomous rather than subject to minute-by-minute supervision by 
employers.°0 When expectations were explicitly detailed and previously 
agreed upon, employers wielded less authority to make unusual or 
unexpected demands on workers. And employees would have a clear sense 
of how to accomplish their specific tasks. According to Edith Sloan, 
“Through implementation of the code, and organization of activities and 
programs, NCHE seeks to end the master-servant relationship and to render 
private household employment a respectable, well-paid occupation.”°! DC 
Household Technicians also prepared “A Code of Standards” detailing 
minimum wages and hours, and declaring that “clothing and/or food should 
not be considered part of payment.” They insisted on time-and-a-half for 
work over forty hours a week and double time for more than forty-eight 
hours a week. They suggested: “A written agreement between employer and 
employee should clearly define the duties of the position, including specific 
tasks, how often they must be performed and the desired standards.” The 
contract outlined specifics such as: “Schedules with provisions for rest 
period, meal times, telephone privileges and time out for private activities 
(such as church attendance for live-in employees) should be agreed upon in 
advance of employment.” And they insisted that “a professional working 


relationship should be maintained,” which “includes proper forms of 
address for both employee and employer and their respective families.”°2 
By standardizing the labor process and trying to professionalize their work, 
private household workers eroded some of the racial and class power that 
employers wielded and challenged the disciplinary practices that were 
designed to disempower and create a more compliant and controllable 
workforce. 

Domestic workers also established training programs to professionalize 
the occupation. The perception of domestic work as unskilled labor was one 
reason for the occupation’s low status. Yet most household workers were 
aware that their jobs were not ones that just anyone could step into, but 
required a certain kind of skill: “We were well educated with a PhD in 
common sense,” explained Dorothy Bolden.°3 Despite the substantial 
knowledge necessary to care for small children and maintain a household, 
domestic work was considered a job that didn’t require a formal education 
or specialized training. This assumption—that employees had few 
marketable skills and employers could offer the necessary guidance— 
contributed to the power imbalance between worker and boss. It divested 
workers of control over the work process and invested their employers with 
the power to determine how work would be completed. Much like deskilled 
manufacturing workers in the early twentieth century, domestic workers 
found that as “unskilled laborers” their leverage as workers was diminished. 

Geraldine Roberts believed that the perceived unskilled nature of the 
work offered limited occupational advancement and left black women stuck 
in the same position decade after decade. “There isn’t any advancement. 
For thirty years a domestic worker’s still the same cook in the kitchen. For 
thirty years she’s still the same lady who runs the vacuum cleaner and for 
thirty years she’s the same laundry woman. The first chore she had upon 
acceptin’ that job thirty years before usually is her same task thirty years 
later and, in most cases, not very much advancement in pay, no promotions, 
no scholarships offered, no fringe benefits.”54 In response, Roberts 
organized programs to give women the skills and training to leave domestic 
work. In Cleveland, she developed a collaborative relationship with 
Cuyahoga Community College and encouraged domestics to pursue their 
education to learn skills and move up the economic ladder: “We feel that 
the domestic worker must look further ahead especially if she’s a younger 
person that house cleaning should not be her goals for her life. That she 


should seek educational programs, scholarships and ways and means to 
improve and bring pride and dignity to her life.”°5 

Most training programs, however, aimed to elevate the status of domestic 
work, rather than enable them to leave the occupation. They advocated 
specialization of their work, where employees were responsible for a clear 
set of tasks that may include cooking or cleaning or child care—but 
certainly not all. Geraldine Miller explained how at one time, household 
labor was more specialized, with laundresses, cooks, and chauffeurs, but 
now, “They lumped it all up into one. Your housekeeper now is doing at 
least three to four or five, six jobs.”°° A number of local groups offered 
courses, prepared workers for the job market, and placed them in 
employment positions. NDWUA’s training programs enabled domestic 
workers to acquire “specialized and technical training to provide better 
services in the field of Household Management.”5’ Trainees engaged in 
comparison-price shopping, cooking lessons, driver education, child care, 
elder care, and first aid. They learned how to dress appropriately, answer 
the telephone, and set the table. Upon completion of the course, they 
participated in a ceremony, received a certificate, and, according to Bolden, 
became “professional women.” Training reinforced the idea that household 
work was skilled labor and required both a level of knowledge and a 
measure of instruction.°8 It also placed household workers in positions of 
expertise, since they ran the programs. As NDWUA outlined in its training 
proposal: “It was determined by the members of the union that the best 
teachers in any training program would be the domestics themselves.”59 

Mary McClendon, a household worker in Detroit, was one of the 
foremost advocates of training and professionalization for domestic 
workers. McClendon founded and led the Household Workers Organization 
(HWO) in Detroit, which held its first meeting on September 4, 1969, at the 
offices of the Civil Rights Commission.69 McClendon was the most active 
and passionate member and the force behind the organization. She was born 
on October 3, 1922, in Andalusia, a small town in Alabama about an hour 
and a half south of Montgomery. She was one of six children and graduated 
in 1944 from the Covington County Training High School.®! Both her 
mother and grandmother, who was a slave, did domestic work. Like so 
many other black women, McClendon began domestic work at a young age, 
when she went to work with her mother. She moved to Detroit in 1955 to 
join her cousin, who was a doctor. In some ways things were quite different 


in the North. McClendon voted for the first time in her life, which she 
described as “like a flash of freedom.” Her experiences as a household 
worker, however, were not all that different in the North, and the slavery 
metaphor was one that seemed to apply to her new setting, as she explained 
after she began to organize, sounding very much like Ella Baker and Marvel 
Cooke in their description of the slave markets: “Slavery is alive and well 
and living in Detroit. Each day hundreds of women—predominantly Black 
and poor—are taken to the suburbs to clean house. In exchange for their 
back-breaking labor, they earn nine to eleven dollars from which social 
security is deducted. The workers earn no sick or vacation pay; they are not 
entitled to Workman’s Compensation; they have no say about working 
conditions, hours or fringe benefits; there is no grievance machinery to 
handle their complaints against the employer. After a nine or ten hour day, 
spent cleaning two or three large suburban houses, the workers return to 
Detroit with often no more than nine dollars in their pocket, and no 
assurance that they will have a job tomorrow.” These observations were 
compounded by her own personal experience: “I never shall forget I was 
working for one woman and she told me to eat my food in the room where 
the dog was, not in the room with the family. Some of these people were 
treating their dogs and cats better than we were treated.”64 By the time she 
became involved in the domestic workers’ rights movement, her husband, 
Benjamin McClendon, passed away and she was a single mother raising her 
son alone. HWO had no office, limited funds, and operated out of 
McClendon’s home. In 1969, after nearly forty years as a domestic worker, 
McClendon started working full-time for the HWO, and within a couple of 
years it had about 150 mostly black and Latino members. McClendon also 
connected with HTA through Josephine Hulett and Edith Sloan, who went 
to Detroit several times to offer their support.®5 

HWO engaged in a range of activities, including offering an employment 
service that guaranteed employees a minimum wage and lunch and rest 
breaks, and promised employers a “neat, punctual, honest worker.”’®® It also 
advocated on behalf of individual workers who were having problems with 
employers. McClendon shared the typical example of an employer who 
promised to make Social Security payments. She inquired with the Social 
Security office. If no payments were made, HWO needed to prove that the 
worker was employed by that individual. It sent the employee to a 
department store to apply for a credit card, using the employer as a 


reference. When the employer verified that the individual worked for them, 
the organization had a case.®” 

The center of McClendon’s work in Detroit was the training programs. 
She, like other domestic workers, believed that the category of “household 
labor” was a catch-all label that masked domestic workers’ many roles. She 
insisted on spelling out the multiple kinds of household tasks and the 
expertise necessary for each. In a training manual, McClendon delineated 
the following areas of specialization: “General Housekeeping Technician, 
Kitchen Manager, Child Supervisor, Home Geriatric Aide, Party Aide, 
Party Supervisor, and Household Manager.”6® She developed nine different 
courses, one in “Job Readiness” which taught basic remedial skills, attitude, 
rights and benefits, as well as grooming and personal appearance; “Home 
Safety and Sanitation” included first aid, accident prevention, insect and 
pest control, and handling food and toxic materials. The course on “Home 
Geriatrics” covered psychology of the elderly, home nursing, and 
recreational therapy.°2 McClendon defined a household technician as “a 
person with college-level vocational training for employment in private 
households.””° She also counseled domestic workers to set boundaries on 
what they would do. Household work that included picking up toys off the 
floor, cleaning cobwebs, mopping, dusting, and polishing were all 
acceptable. “But we tell them not to pick up personal underwear.”71! 

McClendon also made a point of educating employers. Most household 
workers believed that unless employers saw their jobs as professional and 
came to think of the work differently, little headway would be made in 
transforming the occupation. So employer training was part of their agenda. 
In 1971 McClendon worked with the Grosse Pointe Human Relations 
Council, an organization that included many employers, to publish a 
pamphlet entitled You and Your Household Help that aimed to teach 
employers “the art of finding good help and maintaining a good business 
relationship.” It suggested paying employees fifteen dollars a day plus 
carfare, and live-in employees seventy-five dollars a week, with all meals, 
“a pleasant private room and bath,” and two days off each week. Paid sick 
leave after three months of employment, paid vacations, overtime pay, paid 
national holidays, Social Security, a clear definition of household 
responsibilities, regular breaks—a half-hour lunch plus two fifteen-minute 
breaks for an eight-hour day—and two weeks’ termination notice should all 
be considered standard. “The employee should be referred to as 


‘housekeeper,’ not ‘maid,’ as a ‘woman,’ not a ‘girl,’ and never should be 
referred to as ‘part of the family.’ The master-servant attitude is out of 
date.”72 While some employers, such as those affiliated with the Grosse 
Pointe Human Relations Council, were supportive, others were not. After a 
local television appearance in 1973, McClendon received hate mail. One 
individual, after racist and vitriolic insults, wrote, “What really got me 
upset, was your dumb statement that unskilled workers should get as much 
pay as SKILLED WORKERS, on account of their expenses being as big! 
. . . Domestic workers are at the bottom of the totem poll [sic], just exactly 
where they belong. They aren’t educated sufficiently (neither are you) to do 
any other kind of work, so it isn’t anybody’s fault but their own.”73 This 
sentiment was indicative of some of the barriers household workers faced. 

Through professionalization and training, women like Mary McClendon 
worked to transform the occupation in which generations of African 
American women and other poor women had long been engaged. She 
argued, “We would also like to see a curriculum for household workers in 
the schools—just like home economics—so that it will become an 
occupation, like nursing. . .. What’s a dirtier job than nursing? Yet there is 
dignity attached to it.””4 Employers and employers’ associations had for 
generations established training programs, usually to mold women into their 
ideal workers. Training programs implemented by women like McClendon 
were designed to upgrade the skills and pay of workers even as they set 
employment standards. The question of who ran the training programs 
distinguished HTA’s programs from those initiated by employers. Workers 
were wary of programs not run by workers. One member of the executive 
board of the HTA suggested that certain training programs exploited 
women. “These pilot programs get the women’s hopes up and then leave 
them. Zora Gardner told of a training program in which she was trained as a 
medical technician and upon completion of the course she was asked to be a 
nurse’s aide. She told them that this was not what she was trained for, and 
she then refused the job. This was an example of those government 
programs which just pacify the public.””5 Josephine Hulett experienced 
something similar when she enrolled in a practical nursing correspondence 
course, which she later learned was not accredited and wouldn’t enable her 
to move out of domestic labor. Whether or not it was always successful, 
training, especially training programs organized by domestic workers, 
became one avenue to regain control of the work process. 


Domestic workers’ campaigns for training, professionalization, and 
recognition of their work were designed to reorder household arrangements 
and redefine the boundaries that shaped domestic work. Domestic-worker 
activists boldly challenged the social scripts of deference, which suggested 
that domestic workers remain passive and silent, but smile on demand. 
They questioned the assumptions that domestic workers should take hand- 
me-downs and do any and everything asked of them. They analyzed the 
cultural production of their labor—its roots in slavery and servitude and the 
daily practices of their employment—and objected most strenuously to the 
ideological construction of domestic workers as servants. They addressed 
the degradation of their labor and worked to establish a new level of respect 
for the occupation.’ In the mid-1970s Dorothy Bolden reflected on shifts in 
the occupation: “In the past seven years there’s been a great deal of change. 
These women used to be embarrassed about saying they were maids. You 
had to take such hardships that you didn’t want nobody to know you were. 
Now it’s different. You can’t tell a maid from a secretary anymore. In the 
past, if a black woman was a maid you could tell by the way she dressed. 
Now they don’t carry the shopping bags as much, they go neater, and they 
look more lively and intelligent.”77 

Jessie Williams of the Household Technicians of Auburn, Alabama, 
similarly declared: “We won’t go in the back door any more. We won’t be 
told to eat scraps in the kitchen and stay out of the living room, except 
when we are sweeping. We feel domestic work is just as professional as any 
other job. If people go on making it degrading, there won’t be any workers 
doing it much longer.”78 

The connections and political alliances that domestic workers made with 
one another both in their local groups and through the national HTA offered 
a space and opportunity for them to tell their stories—stories that all too 
frequently revolved around exploitation and lack of respect. The stories 
wove together the shame and degradation of the labor with love, 
empowerment, and aspirations. Although these were individual stories, 
collectively they created a common narrative of domestic work that 
included the history of racism, sexism, and a struggle for rights and dignity. 
The public testimonials and stories helped construct an identity among 
domestic workers and erased some of the shame publicly associated with 
domestic service.’9 The stories served as a tool to build solidarity among 


household employees and laid the groundwork for some of the critical 
themes the movement would address. 

Domestic-worker narratives about bodily control, about working in the 
intimate space of the home, about contested notions of family and “care” 
work, disrupted employer narratives about the meaning of domestic labor. 
Yet they also relied on employer narratives to bring value and recognition to 
their work—a strategy they would use again when they pushed for federal 
minimum wage coverage. They asserted that household labor—both paid 
and unpaid—was work and ought to be treated as such. Through their 
narratives domestic workers challenged the racial and class differences that 
others had attached to the labor. Their campaign illuminated the links 
between home, market, and state and highlighted the ostensibly private 
domestic sphere as a site of labor where hierarchy and inequality were 
created through daily ritualistic practices. Household workers claimed 
dignity and respect and sought to put employers and employees on a more 
equal footing and erase the vestiges of racial servitude that were so closely 
tied to domestic service. As Geraldine Roberts explained: “Our pride, 
dignity, and respect has meant a lot to household workers. . . . Human 
dignity is one’s total pride of life. Without dignity, one is nothing.”®° 


CHAPTER 5 


SPACE, PLACE, AND NEW MODELS OF 
LABOR ORGANIZING 


Labor has to recognize us as a force. And how do you do that? Maybe it’s developing a union of 
our own. 


—CAROLYN REED 


In 1971 Geraldine Miller, a household worker, was riding the train to work 
in Westchester County in suburban New York City when she struck up a 
conversation with a woman who began to talk about “fringe benefits” for 
household workers and informed her about the Urban League’s organizing 
efforts.! The idea of better working conditions for household workers 
immediately caught Miller’s attention. “I wanted it, and I wanted it with a 
passion.”2 She attended a meeting of the Professional Household Workers 
Union, a New York City group initiated and led by Benjamin McLaurin of 
the Urban League, and learned about the work of the NCHE and the 
upcoming national conference of domestic workers. Miller arranged for 
league sponsorship of a bus for a group of workers to travel to the meeting 
in Washington, DC. To recruit workers, she created a leaflet that read: 
“Stop, Look, and Listen. Become Aware of Your Rights as a Household 
Worker.” She recalled: “I went out on street corners especially near the 
trains and I gave them out to all the people that rode on my train. Days that 
I didn’t work, I would catch a corner where [there was] a bus stop... we 
stood outside a couple of the unemployment offices and gave them out.” 
Some women needed an incentive to get involved. “They said we’ll come if 
you cook and take something,” Miller, known for her culinary talents, 
explained. “I said okay, Pll cook. So I took a certain amount of my money 
and I gave them what they wanted. They wanted food that I had cooked and 
they got it.” Through her organizing and culinary enticements, Miller 


mobilized thirty-three women to attend the national conference. Although 
she had no prior political experience, after returning home from the 
conference, Miller formed the Bronx Household Technicians and the New 
York State Household Technicians, eventually becoming a prominent 
organizer and leader in the Household Technicians of America.3 

Domestic-worker activists, like Miller, were labor organizers attempting 
to build a movement to transform the conditions of their work. They were 
continuing a long history of domestic-worker organizing. From the 
washerwomen’s strike in Atlanta in the 1880s to the upsurge of activism in 
the 1930s, household workers had repeatedly demonstrated not only their 
ability to resist and control the work process, but to organize collectively 
and make demands on their employers and the state. Workers in the 1960s 
and 1970s received little support from mainstream unions and maintained 
their autonomy from traditional labor leaders. Because they were not 
subject to union procedures or National Labor Relations Board rules, they 
were free to chart an independent course. Their marginalization from the 
labor movement as well as the distinctiveness of their labor made it 
necessary for them to develop new and untested patterns of labor 
organizing. They were isolated workers working in the privacy of the home, 
typically as an employer’s sole employee. This demanded a more nuanced 
approach to labor organizing, departing from the confrontational, zero-sum 
model guiding traditional labor organizing. More often than other labor 
activists, domestic workers attempted to cultivate support from employers. 
Workers sometimes used their importance to the household, and their 
intimate association with family life, as leverage in their negotiations. In 
addition, they sought state-based protections, such as minimum wage, that 
applied to all household workers, not only those who were formally 
organized. They utilized social movement strategies and advocated more 
egalitarian approaches to labor organizing. Their strategies were often 
community based, since reaching out to workers in their places of 
employment was often difficult. So neighborhood associations, public 
places, and city buses became centers of domestic-worker activity. Activists 
tailored their tactics to the contours of the occupation. Because of this they 
broke new ground in worker resistance—mobilizing poor domestic 
workers, primarily women of color—and expanded the history of American 
labor activism.4 


NEW APPROACHES TO ORGANIZING 


Miller’s commitment to organizing household workers was seeded during 
her forty-plus years of experience as a domestic worker. She was born in 
Sabetha, Kansas, in 1920, in her words, “the same year that women got the 
vote,” and came from a family with a long history of domestic work, and 
seemingly few escape routes.° “Well, housework is something that’s been 
here for ages and it’s gonna be here after I’m gone if they have houses. It’s 
something that the average woman does. And that was my one reason for 
putting the Household Technicians together, was that . . . all the family that 
I knew . . . did housework. So that meant they was working for peanuts.” 
When her family moved to Atchison, Kansas, her grandmother, mother, and 
her aunt Retta all worked in the Burns Hotel, washing sheets and dishes, 
floors and windows. When she was still in preschool her mother started 
taking her to work, and at the age of six, she was sent to the kitchen to help 
out. By the time she was twelve, she was fully schooled in housecleaning 
and worked on weekends and evenings. “Aunt Retta gave me a sense of 
dignity about the profession,” she said. “She was very particular about what 
you should do in a home; how the home should look.”” 

Her aunt saved money to put Geraldine through college. But when 
Geraldine was seventeen, her mother was murdered, and Geraldine, 
distraught, refused to go to college. “I was really interested in doing 
whatever it was that dulled the pain.” After finishing high school she 
decided to follow her lifelong dream of becoming a dancer, and joined a 
traveling show that took her throughout the South. “It was my fault that 
[college] didn’t happen. My idea back then was to run down the road and 
dance.”2 She married at the age of twenty-one, but her husband was a 
“womanizer” and within two years she’d left him.1° During and after World 
War II, Miller held a number of jobs in addition to dancing and household 
labor—she worked in stores, hotels, and on an assembly line in a chicken- 
processing plant. 

Searching for something better, in 1954 Miller relocated to New York 
City, where she ended up doing mainly domestic work and living in the 
Bronx on Morris Avenue, a short distance from the site of the most 
notorious “slave markets” of the Depression. She recounted hearing stories 
from women who stood on Burnside Avenue, waiting to be selected for 
cleaning jobs. “Sometimes they’d ask to see your knees and the women 


with the worst-scarred knees were hired first because they looked like they 
worked the hardest.”!! Hearing these stories was transformative for Miller: 
“This is just one of the things that kind of woke me up.”!2 But scrubbing 
floors on her knees was not Miller’s preferred chore. She prided herself on 
her cooking ability, a skill she’d cultivated over the years. “Whatever I did, 
I would try to make it better the next time. You know, if it was cooking, find 
out more, do what you can, and I did—served on all the Jewish holidays. 
I’ve had people who would call me back each time. And each time, it was 
sometimes more money because they would like the way I do things.”!3 
Geraldine never had children of her own, but she took care of plenty. “I 
wished I had a dime for every time I helped somebody with a baby, you 
know, because I love children.”!4 Despite Miller’s love for what she did, 
she recognized it as work and was convinced “that we were a labor 
group.”!5 Miller had previously not been involved in politics. But she did 
attend the 1963 March on Washington at the urging of her employer. She 
didn’t know a soul there and didn’t fully understand—until much later—the 
significance of King’s “I Have a Dream” speech. She was nevertheless 
moved, because “he was a symbol for us . . . the little people he probably 
didn’t even know about.”!6 After learning of the incipient movement of 
household workers, she dedicated herself to fighting for the rights of those 
“little people” who she soon realized were not that little after all. 

Joining hundreds of other household workers at the first national 
gathering of the HTA in 1971 thrilled Miller. It was unlike anything she had 
ever seen before: “Over 500 black women who were household workers, 
who looked like they was Miss Ann herself—not Miss Ann’s maids, but 
Miss Ann.” She explained: “When you say, ‘Miss Ann,’ you’re talking 
about that person you worked for, who had the money, who was able to buy 
the clothes and think nothing of it.”!” Miller attended the Saturday-night 
banquet, toured the White House, and listened to Shirley Chisholm and 
Josephine Hulett. “That was the thrill of my life, to see that many women 
and listen to their stories and how hard it was for some of them.”!8 When 
household workers gathered in the nation’s capital, they shared their 
experiences as workers and also discussed how they could wield power. 

Like other workers, household workers attempted to negotiate with their 
employers for higher wages and better working conditions. But they could 
not do so as a unit, as was the case for workers who had union 
representatives and bargaining agents and could use the threat of a strike as 


leverage. The employer-employee relationship in household work was 
distinct from that of other occupations because of its personal nature and 
the ways in which employers could easily let workers go. Miller was deeply 
aware of how the one-on-one relationship structured employer-employee 
negotiation. After working for one woman for eight years, Miller was let go 
because her employer thought she was getting too old. “She fired me. She 
didn’t think it was going to work out. In housework you don’t have any 
recourse. If a person decides you’re getting too old and you’re not capable 
of doing the work instead of sitting down and discussing it with you and 
letting you know that there’s something amiss here.” Miller was deeply 
troubled by her treatment and wished that her employer had engaged her in 
a respectful discourse about her expectations. A better model, she 
suggested, would be to “let the woman know that you cannot do this type of 
work. .. . You sit down and you talk about your duties” rather than simply 
disposing of one person and replacing them with another.!9 The intimate 
nature of domestic labor necessitated that positive personal interactions be 
maintained. Most household workers valued cordial relationships and open 
lines of communication with their employers. Josephine Hulett said of one 
employer: “We did . . . learn to communicate, which was an advantage to 
both of us.”20 

Domestic workers had historically used quitting as a form of resistance. 
Quitting was the primary way of wielding power for individual workers 
who had few other avenues of resistance. Carolyn Reed learned through her 
organizing that it might not be the best, or the only, strategy: “Whenever I 
got tired of a job, I’d just walk away from it. It’s the very things that I tell 
some of our women not to do today. If there’s something that’s wrong, I 
should be able to talk to you about it.”2! So, while employers were the 
source of low pay and poor working conditions, workers navigated the 
relationship carefully—striking a balance between persuading and 
educating employers, while also asserting their rights. 

The personal relationship that made this job so capricious and 
unpredictable could also be a source of power for domestic workers. 
Families became dependent upon individual workers because of the 
emotional ties and bonds of trust that had been forged, and because their 
personality seemed well suited for the job. Some children saw caretakers as 
“second mothers,” and some employers relied on housekeepers to ensure 
the smooth functioning of the home. One employer referred to her worker 


as a “security blanket, always there to help me.”22 Domestic workers—in 
many cases considered essential to the management of the household—used 
this power of loyalty to win demands from their employers. “Maids was 
very valuable to a household,” observed Dorothy Bolden.22 When 
Geraldine Roberts became aware of how indispensable she was to her 
employer, she was emboldened: “Many of us learned that we were 
important to them, which was amazing and surprising to us, and that’s when 
we began to feel we didn’t have to say ‘yes ma’am’ anymore.”24 The 
reliance of the family on specific domestic workers enabled employees to 
use this leverage to their advantage. Bolden explained: “I always 
understood that the employer was a human being too. You have to learn 
how to sit down and relax and talk to her.”2° Many domestic workers were 
able to negotiate higher salaries and better working conditions precisely 
because employers could not imagine life without “their girl.” 

Household workers’ method of negotiating is instructive as a model for 
contemporary labor organizers. Because each employer—in the vast 
majority of cases—had only one employee, and because employees were 
isolated from one another, they engaged in one-on-one bargaining. A lone 
domestic worker could not be represented by others and had to act as her 
own bargaining agent. So instead of relying on a union hierarchy to speak 
for them, domestic workers were individually empowered. As a result, the 
ability of individual domestic workers to establish ground rules for 
employment and wield power within the relationship was critical. 
According to Bolden, the organization “can’t negotiate with private 
employers, private homes. You have to teach each maid how to negotiate. 
And this is the most important thing—communicating. I would tell them it 
was up to them to communicate. If I wanted a raise from you I wouldn’t 
come in and hit you over your head and demand a raise—I would set out 
and talk to you and let you know how the living costs have gone up.”2° In 
this spirit, NDWUA offered mediation for employer-employee disputes to 
reach fair and just solutions. Rather than placing their fate with union 
leaders who they may or may not have voted for and who may not 
effectively represent their interests, activists’ approach put the power in the 
hands of individual workers who could decide for themselves their 
priorities and under what circumstances they would work. 

Although domestic workers used personal leverage and negotiation, they 
could not always rely on employers’ goodwill. Even though individuals 


negotiated by themselves, collective demands and mobilization were central 
to the movement. And domestic workers routinely relied on other workers 
as a source of support. They shared grievances and came up with common 
solutions that strengthened their individual bargaining positions. As 
household workers reached out to other workers, their stories became a way 
to convey acceptable and unacceptable standards of employment— 
including wages and benefits. This kind of informal education was critical 
for shifting expectations. The stories of scarred knees, for example, became 
emblematic of what domestic workers would not do. And after that story 
was told, few wanted to ever scrub floors on their knees again. The 
formation of community and common standards, even if not a union, was 
seen as a way to shape labor relations and establish a level of job control. 

Unlike more traditional forms of labor organizing that recruited workers 
employed by a single company or individual, household workers mobilized 
workers regardless of their employer. But multiple employers meant that 
strikes were difficult to organize among household workers. When she first 
began to organize in Cleveland, Geraldine Roberts planned a one-day strike 
with the goal of having workers attend a daylong seminar. The loss of a 
day’s wages was significant for household workers, however, so Roberts 
called for community donations to cover workers’ wages. But little came of 
this. In addition, many employers threatened to fire their workers if they 
participated in a walkout. The strike was called off.27 Due to their financial 
dependency, and because they were dealing with multiple employers rather 
than a single company, workers instead sought state-based legislative 
protections such as minimum wage that would apply to all household 
workers, not only those who were organized or had more enlightened 
employers. But this also required mass mobilization. 


CAROLYN REED: “NATURAL ORGANIZER AT LARGE” 


Household employees worked extended hours in the ostensibly private 
space of the home, isolated from other workers, sweeping, dusting, 
scrubbing floors, washing windows, doing laundry, preparing food, and 
caring for children. During working hours they had almost no contact with 
anyone other than their employers. It was difficult for organizers to 
determine which households employed domestics and it was nearly 
impossible to contact these workers on their worksites. It was an atomized 


occupation, with an estimated 1.1 million workers in 1970.28 Since many 
domestics worked for more than one family, there may have been close to 
three million employers. Given the difficulty of organizing in the home, 
public spaces became a central site of these efforts. In New York, Geraldine 
Miller built a political base by painstakingly recruiting private household 
workers in housing projects as well as other public venues: “We put notices 
in the washrooms, you know, the laundry rooms, and we would talk to each 
other—if I could find someone to talk to, as you come in and out of the 
place where you worked, you’d talk to any of the other maids you’d see and 
tell them what you were doing and why you were doing it.”29 But she was 
not the only one. Another New York City domestic worker, Carolyn Reed, 
also became deeply involved in household-worker organizing and 
committed to building an alternative labor movement. 

Carolyn Reed learned about household-worker organizing after she read 
an announcement in the Amsterdam News about a meeting for domestic 
workers in a Harlem church in October 1971. At that meeting she met 
Josephine Hulett and Edith Barksdale Sloan, and was moved by what she 
heard: “I identified very much with Josephine Hulett, because . . . she had 
been a household worker. . . . And it was really Josephine’s whole speech, 
whole thing, that really got me involved in that.”30 A few months after 
Geraldine Miller had started the Bronx Household Technicians, Reed joined 
the organization. And much to Miller’s consternation, other members 
selected Reed to assume leadership.2! Reed recounted: “I went to this 
meeting in a woman’s house in the Bronx. And at the first meeting, I 
became the Financial Secretary. . . . I kind of saw that as a thing of trust.”32 
Reed eventually became the head of the National Committee on Household 
Employment. 

Reed connected with Hulett in part because of their shared experience 
and understanding of domestic work. Like Hulett, Reed had worked as a 
domestic since she was a teenager and was deeply troubled by the stigma of 
household work, its culture of servitude and intimate nature. Her early 
experiences also instilled in her an independent streak and a feminist 
sensibility. Reed was born on November 25, 1939, in Rockaway, New York. 
Her mother, who got pregnant as a college student in South Carolina, went 
to New York to have the baby, then disappeared.23 Reed initially resided 
with her aunt in New York, who sent her at the age of seven to live with a 
family friend in Orangeburg, South Carolina. Her adopted family in South 


Carolina had a vegetable farm, but the mother also worked as a domestic 
three days a week to supplement the family income.°4 Reed described her 
childhood as “painful.” She was not physically hurt, but felt “mentally 
abused with [my adopted parents] always instilling in me that my parents 
did not want me.”35 At the age of sixteen, after finishing high school, she 
returned to her aunt’s place in Brooklyn and soon began live-in household 
work. Several years later, when she was around twenty, she saved up some 
money and sent a check to her adoptive parents to repay them for taking her 
in. For Reed, the check was a final good-bye. She no longer felt indebted to 
them or any responsibility to stay in touch. She got an unlisted number and 
when asked about her family told people they were dead.36 

Part of what Reed cherished as an employed teenager was her newfound 
independence. “I knew at my aunt’s that I didn’t have my own room, and I 
had to share it and everything, so this was kind of my own—even though I 
could have left [my job] and gone back any day. It was just that whole 
matter of being in control.”3” After being shunted from place to place 
throughout her childhood, Reed sought stability and control over her life, 
and gained a certain satisfaction from being able to take care of herself. “I 
am on my own. I’m doing what I want to do. And so there was that freedom 
that I had.” Reed also appreciated her autonomy as a household worker. 
“Most household workers are their own bosses. And I think that that’s 
probably what I liked most. . . . There was no one in a factory telling me— 
because I could have gone to work in a factory on an assembly line to do 
something to make money to go to school. But I chose this instead.”3® 

Reed did not see herself doing domestic work for the rest of her life; she 
planned to return to the South and attend the historically black South 
Carolina State University.39 “I used to fantasize at being a doctor. And... 
whenever I cleaned the fish, that was my surgical table, and I was 
dissecting. . . . But I just never thought that I would grow up to be a 
household worker.”40 Indeed, when she was a child, she hoped to someday 
become president of the United States. “I had teachers that said you could 
be anything that you wanted to be. What they never told me about was 
racism and sexism in this country, and that women did not aspire to be 
president.”4! Although she couldn’t achieve her dreams, in her words, she 
ended up doing “the next best thing”: household work.42 

When she arrived in New York in the mid-1950s, Reed perused the 
newspaper ads and found a live-in position in East Meadow, Long Island, 


working from 7:30 a.m. until 9:00 p.m. for fifteen dollars a week. The 
family had two children who were so unruly they turned Reed off 
motherhood: “I’ve never seen brats like that in my life. Maybe that’s when I 
made the conscious decision not to have children.”43 The family was “kind 
and everything, but, you know, they worked the shit out of me.”44 Although 
she was hired to take care of the children, she ended up also doing the 
washing, cooking, and cleaning. Reed’s “room” was a tiny space in the 
basement near the furnace. “That’s when I realized that we were supposed 
to be poor... . and I was really upset for the first couple of nights, having to 
be there.” The cramped quarters were compounded by isolation. As she 
explained, “I was very lonely.”45 Reed worked for the family for two years. 
“One day, I brought the children home from school, and I walked out of that 
house, and I never went back. I never said a word to anyone. I just left. ve 
learned a lot in these 20 years. And . . . what I’ve learned most is: we’ve got 
to organize.” One journalist wrote of Reed that her “passion is the ultimate 
organization of her sister workers into the mainstream of American 
labor.”’46 

The longer she labored as a domestic, the more critical Reed was of the 
occupation. “I became acutely aware of the differences in the people who 
were doing [domestic work] . . . and the stigma that was attached to it.”47 In 
addition, her employers wielded a great deal of control over her life, leaving 
her few opportunities to learn of her rights, let alone assert them. The first 
family she worked for warned her not to “mix with the people in the 
neighborhood.” Her employers, she believed, were afraid she would “find 
out that those people were making fifty dollars as opposed to my fifteen 
dollars.”48 Her employer promised to “save” her money for her, although 
when she tried to collect it, there was disagreement about how much she 
was owed. According to Reed, employers defined a good worker as 
deferential and submissive. She explained, “The trouble is, people regard 
their homes as their empires. I say that you have no more right to exploit 
me in your home than you do to exploit me in your office. The good 
household worker is usually a slave. She doesn’t complain, she doesn’t 
know her rights, she doesn’t ask for paid holiday or pay increases. She is 
indeed a gem. I was known as a good household worker. For five years I 
worked without a holiday. Sometimes I worked from 7 a.m. to 10 p.m.”49 
Despite the difficulties she encountered, Reed spoke positively about the 


work she did. “I really love the work, and that’s why I chose to organize the 
work—because I love what I chose to do as a profession.”°° 

Reed dates her political awakening to the 1963 March on Washington, 
which she saw as historic, a cathartic moment that would bring the racial 
injustice she had endured into the national spotlight. Ironically, it was 
precisely the racial politics of household labor that prevented her from 
joining the 250,000 people who gathered at the Lincoln Memorial that day. 
Reed wanted to attend the march, but her employer insisted that she serve at 
a dinner party instead. Perhaps it was the disjuncture between the massive 
mobilization for black freedom and the ways in which the occupation 
inhibited her participation that fueled her commitment to reform. As she 
explained it, “I was just grouchy, really grouchy all day long, because I 
knew I was supposed to be in Washington. I would have gone—no doubt 
about it.” As Reed was serving the meal that evening, the news footage of 
the march played in the background. One dinner guest commented: “I 
wonder what they want... . What they need is an education.” Furious, Reed 
“accidentally” dumped a tray of green beans on the guest’s lap, exclaiming: 
“Gee, I am so sorry. I really have to be educated as to how to serve 
beans.”51 

The stigma and exploitation Reed experienced, and her incipient 
feminism, convinced her that she needed to get involved. She “began 
thinking over my own life and trying to figure out how all those horrible 
things had happened to me in those houses I worked in. . .. And I began to 
think of the thousands, the millions of women just like myself who were 
working like slaves. . . . I thought, I’ve got to do something. So, then I heard 
about Dorothy Bolden who was organizing household workers in Atlanta, 
and then I made contact with the Women’s Political Caucus and they put me 
in touch with the Household Technicians of America here in New York.”52 
After her initial contact with the Bronx Household Technicians, founded 
and led by Geraldine Miller, Reed went on to form the Progressive 
Household Technicians and the New York State Coalition of Household 
Technicians. Despite some initial tension between Miller and Reed for 
control of the local chapter, the two were deeply committed to upgrading 
the occupation and organizing private household workers and found ways to 
work together. 

Just as Dorothy Bolden organized on city buses, Reed traversed 
communal spaces in New York in search of household workers who would 


be receptive to her recruitment message. In the mid-1970s Reed worked for 
a family on Manhattan’s Upper East Side from 7:30 a.m. until 1:30 p.m. and 
then returned at 5:30 to prepare dinner. Carolyn had a very close 
relationship with her employer, Mrs. Clayburgh, the mother of actress Jill 
Clayburgh. “She was wonderful. She was marvelous. . . . There was just 
general respect for what I did.”°3 Mrs. Clayburgh encouraged Reed to 
become involved in the household technician movement, worked out a 
schedule to accommodate her activism, and even attended organizational 
meetings with her. She offered her a written contract, and always paid her 
on time. When Reed first applied for the job as a live-in housekeeper, she 
and her husband were warmly greeted at the door as “Mr. and Mrs. Reed.” 
She took the job for $125 a week plus food and lodging. She and her 
husband, who was an accounting clerk at Columbia University, moved into 
the basement apartment of her employer’s brownstone. 

Reed devoted her afternoon break to organizing for the HTA. She entered 
the laundry rooms of apartment buildings: “The first rule of thumb is to get 
friendly with the doorman.” Everyone in the neighborhood, not only the 
doormen, knew Reed. She also recruited at bus stops, service entrances, and 
neighborhood gourmet shops. Shopkeepers on Lexington Avenue regularly 
sent household workers her way. The Village Voice called her a “natural 
organizer at large.”54 There were no clear geographical boundaries for 
household-worker organizing, especially as the workplace was often off- 
limits for outreach efforts. Reed firmly believed that household workers had 
power, which she suggested may take the form of a strike with the support 
of other service workers. One reporter explained Reed’s position this way: 
“The idea of striking entire residential streets of Manhattan with delivery 
and repairmen honoring the picket lines doesn’t faze Reed in the least.”°5 
Her sense of the potential to strike came from her view of the 
fundamentally indispensable labor power of household workers: “The 
houses could not be run. You could never know how helpless people can be 
—especially wealthy people—until you’ve worked in their homes. Just one 
day of true hardship or true inconvenience and they’d want to bargain.”°° 
Only through this kind of collective power, she argued, could wages be 
raised and working conditions improved. For Reed, “Housekeepers, mostly 
black women, are the last frontier of labor organizing.”°7 


HOUSEHOLD LABOR AND UNIONIZATION 


As Miller and Reed embarked on building a labor movement of household 
workers, their uneasy relationship with mainstream labor unions became 
clear. The largest and most influential unions had created a male-centered 
mass-production manufacturing model that has dominated US labor history. 
Since the early twentieth century, steelworkers, autoworkers, and mine 
workers, among others, initiated walkouts or sit-down strikes that very 
often stopped the wheels of production, forcing employers to recognize the 
union and meet their wage and benefit demands. The power of these 
workers stemmed from their large-scale workplaces. Coworkers could 
conspire on the production line, share grievances, and congregate and 
strategize in the break rooms and bathrooms. Utilizing mass power, they 
organized slowdowns and strikes that effectively shut down the factory.°® In 
the 1960s service-sector workers—teachers, social workers, postal workers, 
clerical workers, health-care workers—shifted the focus to the service 
counter.°9 This wave of service-sector organizing was an important turning 
point for the labor movement and brought more women and people of color 
into the fold. But like manufacturing employees, these new union members 
also worked in collective spaces. As powerful as these models were, 
domestic workers could not easily replicate them. 

In addition to the circumscribed history of the union movement, the 
unequal development of social policy ensured the marginalization of 
household workers. The exclusion of domestic workers from key labor 
rights, such as minimum wage and the right to organize and bargain 
collectively, placed domestic workers outside the category of labor in the 
eyes of many people. Domestic work was one of the occupations that was 
not granted the protections extended to other workers with the passage of 
New Deal legislation in the 1930s because of racial politics as well as 
assumptions about what constituted work. The 1935 National Labor 
Relations Act that set up the National Labor Relations Board to facilitate 
collective bargaining between labor and management and guaranteed 
workers the right to form a union and negotiate with employers, for 
example, did not apply to household workers. The way both the union 
movement and social policy unfolded generated a perception that domestic 
workers were “unorganizable.”69 But the long history of household-worker 
activism belies this assumption. The view that domestic workers are 


unorganizable stems from cultural and legal constructions of “work” 
generated through law and patterns of mainstream labor organizing, rather 
than some inherent characteristic of household labor. That is, labor law in 
the 1930s, by creating distinctions among different kinds of work, as well as 
labor organizing that focused attention on the manufacturing sector, 
fostered a perception that household workers could not be organized. 
Certain categories of work were privileged as work and given the right to 
organize, while occupations such as domestic work were not. 

Unions, because they established boundaries of privilege around their 
members, contributed to the marginalization of household workers. Most 
US unions didn’t develop a commitment to a broad working-class politics. 
They pursued what historians have referred to as “bread and butter” politics 
—ensuring the economic well-being and advancement of their members, 
sometimes at the expense of other workers. Perhaps the most notorious 
example is the Cigar Makers Association in California at the end of the 
nineteenth century. It opposed the hiring of Chinese workers, denied them 
union membership, and affixed a union label verifying cigars had been 
made by white men to encourage consumers to buy only cigars made by 
white labor. Even when exclusions were not so blatant, unions had rarely 
organized workers who seemed to be on the margins of the American 
workforce.®1 

Because of this history, household workers had a degree of ambivalence 
and outright distrust of unions. Geraldine Roberts viewed organized labor 
as largely white and male with little interest in either women or workers of 
color. “I think that only males have control of organized labor.” As Dorothy 
Bolden explained: “A lot of the maids were afraid to join. They were 
skeptical because they knew what unions had done in the past... . I don’t 
think we realized how much ‘union’ frightens people.”®2 In fact, Bolden, 
who had originally named her organization the National Domestic Workers 
Union of America changed it to the National Domestic Workers of 
America. Many of these women reached out to the labor community but 
found little support for their grassroots organizing. Roberts lamented the 
disregard for her own work: “I haven’t had very much support at all from 
the labor unions.”®3 

Despite the checkered history of the mainstream labor movement, 
Carolyn Reed had a clear sense of the importance of class-based politics 
and the role of unions in shaping and redirecting political debate. Skeptics 


of unions, she argued, only looked at the negative: “What people see are the 
Teamsters’ Union, or . . . they see the rip-off. They don’t see the positive 
things that unions did.”64 Reed believed unions minimized class differences 
and created greater equality among Americans: “If it had not been for 
unionizing in this country, we would have a royal class.”6° Her vision was 
to create union-like structures and collective formations for domestic 
workers that could similarly reshape the political landscape. This could only 
be done effectively, however, if household workers had autonomy. Reed 
didn’t want outside forces in control. “What I’d like to see is a strong union 
of household workers. . . . I think it has to be on our terms, not on the terms 
of some union organizers who see it as another membership—as another 
fee. I would never sell my household workers out to a union on that 
level.”66 Household workers could be much more effective organizing one 
another because they understood the occupation better. “I listen and I try to 
speak to the needs that they want,” Reed explained.®” “Unions . . . are run 
by men. I want the household workers union to be run by women.”®8 Like 
Reed, most household technicians insisted on female control of 
organizations seeking to represent them. 

Although most household-worker organizations were activist-type 
community-based groups, there were a few attempts by domestic workers 
and their allies to form labor unions. Notably, Mary McClendon, based in 
the union-stronghold city of Detroit, was closely allied with the labor 
movement. Lillian Hatcher of the UAW spoke at the founding meeting of 
the HWO. McClendon had considered the possibility of HWO joining the 
radical black auto union the Dodge Revolutionary Union Movement, which 
had organized in 1968 to obtain concessions from Chrysler and challenge 
racial inequality in the United Auto Workers local. She also launched a 
drive to unionize workers in the cleaning firm Dial-A-Maid with the goal of 
“building consciousness among the workers, informing them of the 
advantages of collective bargaining.” McClendon joined Dial-A-Maid in 
1972 to learn about the working conditions. Teams of two workers cleaned 
two houses a day earning $11 each. Workers received no benefits and only 
about 50 percent of the fee that the company charged the householder. 
McClendon persuaded enough Dial-A-Maid workers to sign authorization 
cards to hold a vote about whether to unionize in November 1972. But the 
day before the election, the company unexpectedly paid an additional bonus 
to its employees, who subsequently voted against unionization.®9 


In New York, longtime African American labor leader Benjamin 
McLaurin of the National Urban League and the Brotherhood of Sleeping 
Car Porters organized the Professional Household Workers Union with 
chapters in New York City and Westchester County.”2 Born in Jacksonville, 
Florida, McLaurin joined the International Brotherhood of Sleeping Car 
Porters in 1926. He worked with the union through the 1930s, serving as 
vice president and national secretary. McLaurin was broadly concerned with 
working-class and civil rights issues and was a key organizer, along with A. 
Philip Randolph, of the planned but not executed 1941 March on 
Washington, designed to pressure President Roosevelt to desegregate the 
defense industry and the armed forces. McLaurin also chaired the Mayor’s 
Committee on Exploitation of Workers under New York mayor John 
Lindsay. As head of that body he drew attention to the plight of private 
household workers. This history and political commitment, as well as his 
hope to revitalize the Brotherhood, prompted McLaurin in the early 1970s 
to organize household workers.7! 

The Professional Household Workers Union, chartered in 1971 as Locals 
1 and 2 by the International Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, claimed a 
membership of two hundred to three hundred.72 It called for a minimum 
wage of three dollars an hour, Social Security protections, and a standard 
contract, and ran a benefits and training program to upgrade the 
occupation.”3 It was the Professional Household Workers Union that 
Geraldine Miller first came in contact with when she began to organize. 
Although the union and McLaurin helped organize the trip to the NCHE 
conference for several dozen household workers at Miller’s urging, she was 
not impressed by the organization. Few domestic workers attended the 
meeting, and middle-class supporters crafted the agenda and set priorities. 
Needless to say, Miller was turned off. “I don’t think that someone else can 
tell me as a person what it is that I need if I’m a household worker.” Miller 
valued household worker autonomy and decided not to join the union or 
any organization run by McLaurin. “He did not strike me as being the 
person that I wanted to be under and I’d found out through NCHE that I 
could . . . get my own group together and it could be woman-run.””4 Miller, 
like other household workers, eagerly embraced the idea of establishing a 
labor organization of household workers but she staunchly resisted control 
and domination by individuals outside the occupation. 


Although the Professional Household Workers could not sustain itself, 
established unions soon came to see the value of organizing women who 
worked in the home. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, several unions took 
up the task of organizing women employed by cleaning companies or state 
agencies as home-care workers. In 1977 New York State, with the support 
of Bronx state assemblyman Seymour Posner and local activists such as 
Carolyn Reed, gave domestic workers the legal right to organize and 
bargain collectively. Household workers in New York mobilized in support 
of the legislation. They took time off work on Tuesdays and traveled to 
Albany to speak on behalf of the bill. The original bill, which included all 
household workers, encountered opposition in the state senate and was 
whittled down to apply only to workers employed by cleaning firms and 
employment agencies. In the end, the legislation didn’t affect the vast 
majority of private household workers. Many workers were critical of their 
lack of autonomy when employed by private firms and chose to work 
independently. As Carolyn Reed explained: The employment contracts with 
private firms are “like something out of the 19th century. Those agencies 
are run strictly for the protection of the employer. Pd like to see them all 
closed up tomorrow. No, we must have a union, and it must be our own 
union.”75 Nevertheless, activists who supported the legislation saw it as a 
first step, as a tool to bolster their own organizing campaigns that 
established an important precedent.7© 

Home-care workers, who were paid by the state but hired by private 
individuals who needed home-care assistance, had many more organizing 
victories. The Service Employees International Union (SEIU) started a 
Household Workers Organizing Committee in New York City, which 
unionized workers in the housekeeping programs of charitable agencies as 
well as the city’s Division of Home Attendants. By 1982, SEIU represented 
fourteen thousand workers in their home-care division in New York City. 
On the West Coast, the California Homemakers Association engaged in 
collective bargaining on behalf of home attendants. The organizing of 
home-care workers was effective because multiple employees worked for 
and were paid by a single agency, so even though the work was isolated, 
they were able to use collective pressure to secure concessions.’” This new 
phase of organizing represented important shifts in the labor market because 
of how the labor of care and cleaning was increasingly paid for by third 


parties when it was done in the home. Still, it didn’t address the problems of 
private household workers paid by individuals. 

The particular character of private household work, the long-standing 
distrust of unions, and the inapplicability of traditional organizing models 
fostered distinctive strategies for domestic workers. They relied on 
nonhierarchical approaches to movement building, empowered domestic 
workers to negotiate individually with employers, and lobbied for 
legislative and state-based protections. They utilized the personal nature of 
the relationship to their advantage as well as collective demands to 
empower workers and claim control over the work process. Domestic- 
worker organizations were never able to achieve the same kind of 
institutional standing as other labor formations. Nevertheless, household 
workers embraced their status as labor activists and this became an integral 
component of their identity. As a category of workers not protected by—or 
subject to—NLRB rules, domestic workers were able to develop different 
kinds of mobilization methods and, in some cases, a more democratic 
process. Out of necessity and with an arsenal of creativity and imagination, 
these poor women of color developed alternative approaches to labor 
organizing in the 1960s and 1970s.78 

African American women brought visibility to the domestic workplace, 
turned public spaces into organizing sites, made claims for social and 
economic rights, and worked to raise the status of their employment. They 
offered new narratives about the sense of themselves as workers who 
deserved rights and in that process shifted conversations about the meaning 
of labor organizing. 


CHAPTER 6 


SOCIAL RIGHTS, FEMINIST SOLIDARITY, 
AND THE FLSA 


Until they recognize the unpaid labor in the home, they won *t recognize paid labor. 


—CAROLYN REED 


In the early 1970s, Gloria Steinem, prominent feminist, journalist, and 
supporter of NCHE, held a fund-raiser in New York City, hiring members 
of the Household Technicians to cater it. Some guests were appalled by the 
image of black women in uniforms serving the crowd of largely white 
women. HTA member Carolyn Reed served at the gathering that evening 
but perceived the situation very differently. She lectured the attendees of the 
fund-raiser: “I don’t like you to think we’re maids—we are household 
technicians; we’re experienced; we are professionals. And we’re being paid 
—that’s very important . . . so you have to get it out of your head that this is 
a demeaning job. If you don’t want to do it, I’m glad you don’t want to, 
because we will gladly do it for you—but for a salary, and with respect.”! 
Reed recounted this incident in many public venues, using it to illustrate her 
fundamental commitment to the professionalization of household labor. 
When she was invited to the White House a few years later and observed 
black men, and only black men, in white gloves serving tea and coffee, she 
expressed a different view of the racial divide: “What I saw in the White 
House was very disturbing to me, because it certainly reminded me of 
plantation days.”2 In the case of the Steinem fund-raiser, Reed seems to 
have been restricting her critique to a feminist devaluation of household 
labor that existed in the 1970s. Reed’s insistence in this feminist gathering 
on the value of household labor and the need for adequate pay reflected the 
domestic workers’ campaign in the early 1970s to build a feminist alliance 
to support the passage of minimum wage legislation for domestic workers. 


The minimum wage campaign was part of domestic workers’ claim to 
social citizenship—the economic security that was increasingly guaranteed 
for workers by the state. Domestic workers, who up to that time were 
excluded from most labor laws, lobbied for and won amendments to the 
Fair Labor Standards Act in 1974, which granted them a federal minimum 
wage. Household workers testified about the value of this work and its need 
for recognition and legal protection, countering racial and gender 
assumptions that undergirded congressional debate on the amendments. 
Domestic workers’ views dovetailed with those of some feminists who felt 
stifled and burdened by their roles as housewives and sought to draw 
attention to unpaid household labor. Despite what seemed like a conflict of 
interest between middle-class feminists, who were sometimes employers, 
and household workers, they developed a strategic alliance to push for 
federal labor protection, both having experienced the consequences of the 
degradation of household labor. The HTA’s coalition building and lobbying 
relied on feminist labor activism and cross-class alliances among women.®° 

The passage of the amendments, however, was a bittersweet victory. It 
reversed a historic exclusion of domestic workers from basic labor 
protections and won legal recognition of their work. But the legislation also 
created a new stratification among domestic workers, some of whom—such 
as home-health-care aides employed by an agency and live-in workers— 
were explicitly excluded from the legislation. The campaign for minimum 
wage was historic nonetheless—it expanded the definition of “worker,” 
which had been circumscribed in the 1930s. If the struggle for civil rights 
was intended to deracialize American political citizenship, then the 
domestic workers’ rights movement aimed to deracialize and degender the 
concept of work as embedded in American social policy. 


Domestic Work, RACE, AND RIGHTS 


For decades, household work was traditionally outside the boundaries of US 
labor law. Legislation passed in the 1930s as part of the New Deal became 
the key marker of social citizenship. It assured much of the working class 
the economic and political benefits of American national belonging. 
Through guarantees of a minimum wage, unemployment compensation, and 
Social Security, as well as the right to organize and bargain collectively. But 
because these rights were not universal, the New Deal fostered inequality. 


By linking the benefits of social citizenship to contributions made through 
employment and excluding certain types of labor, it reinforced and re- 
created the racialized and gendered hierarchy of the labor market.° Those 
outside the labor market in need of economic assistance were either 
dependents on full-time wage earners or were relegated to second-tier, less 
generous, and more stigmatized public assistance, such as Aid to Families 
with Dependent Children or Old Age Assistance, programs generally falling 
into the category of “welfare.” Women performing unpaid household labor 
were denied the benefits of economic citizenship, as were part-time and 
intermittent workers, who tended to be people of color. 

But even among those who worked full-time, not all contributions to the 
labor market were equally valued.” Southern congressmen, insisting on 
control over the African American labor force, policymakers, and labor 
leaders, who prioritized the needs of the white male industrial worker, 
advocated circumscribed coverage of work-related benefits.2 The factory 
worker became the prototype that informed assumptions about what 
constituted legitimate work and who qualified as a worker. Much of the 
paid work performed by women and African Americans, including 
domestic work, did not receive the benefits of social citizenship, 
establishing what historian Eileen Boris calls the “racialized gendered 
state.”9 Thus, New Deal labor policy further degraded domestic work 
through legal statutes.10 The contradictory legacy of the New Deal makes 
clear that in the twentieth century, even as the United States seemed to 
embrace a more robust citizenship through the expansion of social welfare 
policy, legislators embedded stratification in the category of “social 
citizenship” by connecting it to race, gender, and one’s position within the 
labor market. So social status and work, or more specifically, legal 
recognition of work, became the barometer for social citizenship. Those 
outside the labor market or in those occupations not included in New Deal 
social policy were more marginalized. 

The Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) was a cornerstone of New Deal 
labor policy. Passed in 1938, it established the first federal minimum wage 
law, mandated overtime pay, and abolished child labor. The FLSA extended 
the power of the federal government, which was justified in terms of the 
government’s right to regulate interstate commerce. Like other labor 
legislation, it excluded several categories of workers, such as those in retail, 
service, nonprofit, government, agricultural, and domestic work, jobs 


performed disproportionately by women and people of color. At the 
moment of passage, the FLSA covered only 20 percent of the American 
workforce and had the effect of privileging some forms of labor over others. 
Although the constitutional justification for the federal government’s 
regulation of the workplace was rooted in the commerce clause, the 
definition of interstate commerce was malleable, and expanded over the 
course of the next forty years.1!1 

Since the late 1930s, white labor feminists, including Esther Peterson, 
Frieda Miller, and members of the Women’s Trade Union League, and black 
feminists such as Claudia Jones, Marvel Cooke, and Dorothy Height, had 
lobbied for extension of the federal minimum wage law and labor 
protections to domestic workers. In 1996 a political climate committed to 
alleviating poverty and inequality contributed to expansion of the law to 
cover farmworkers, nursing home employees, and school and hospital 
workers. By the early 1970s, domestic workers were the only significant 
category of workers excluded from minimum wage laws, and only three 
states—Wisconsin, Massachusetts, and New York—provided minimum 
wage for household workers.!2 So, even before the emergence of the HTA, 
labor activists and reformers had pushed to make the FLSA more inclusive. 

The emergence of a domestic workers’ rights movement added urgency 
and political pressure to this trend. The HTA, along with the NCHE and a 
coalition of civil rights, labor, and women’s organizations, lobbied hard for 
passage of a congressional bill that would increase the minimum wage and 
expand minimum wage coverage to domestic workers. Domestic-worker 
representation and testimony proved to be an important component in the 
legislative debates. Congressional hearings and efforts to mobilize support 
for the bill provided a platform for domestic workers and their allies to 
publicly share their stories. 

Shirley Chisholm, the first African American congresswoman, led the 
fight for the passage of a minimum wage bill. Chisholm’s family was 
originally from Barbados, but Chisholm was born in Brooklyn. Her mother 
was a seamstress, although, like many other women of African descent, 
during the Great Depression she took on domestic work to help support her 
family. Chisholm tied her support for minimum wage for domestic work to 
her own family’s history. In a speech before the House of Representatives in 
1973, to enhance the power of her comments, she drew on that history: “My 
own mother was a domestic, so I speak from personal experience.”!5 


Chisholm’s reference to her family history was another indication of the 
way in which personal stories of household labor became part of the 
discussion around the FLSA. Chisholm allied herself with the household 
technicians movement and attended the HTA founding convention as well 
as subsequent national gatherings. According to Geraldine Miller, “She was 
an outspoken advocate for the disadvantaged and the underdog. She was not 
big. She wasn’t tall, but she was dynamite.”!4 In 1972 Chisholm spoke 
before the national convention of domestic workers: “Organize and work 
together with the women’s groups and labor and civil rights groups in your 
community,” she urged them. “Hold meetings and rallies. Talk to the local 
press. Let everyone know that you are first-class citizens and that you will 
not settle for anything less than a fair and equal chance to share in the fruits 
of this country.”!5 For Chisholm, labor protections were the most important 
indicator of equal citizenship, and she made passage of minimum wage for 
domestic workers one of her primary goals in Congress.1!6 

The passage of amendments to the FLSA was a protracted process that 
took close to three years. It began in the summer of 1971, when the US 
House of Representatives Committee on Education and Labor held hearings 
to consider amendments to increase the minimum wage and expand 
coverage to government employees and domestic workers. The AFL-CIO 
and civil rights and women’s organizations supported the bill, while the US 
Chamber of Commerce as well as some Republicans opposed it.17 Both the 
House and the Senate passed a version of this legislation in 1972, but a 
conservative coalition in the House, fearful that the final bill would be more 
liberal, never sent it to a conference committee to iron out differences with 
the Senate. In 1973 Congress passed another minimum wage bill, but 
President Nixon, citing concerns about inflation and job loss, vetoed it. In 
March 1974 Congress passed a nearly identical minimum wage bill. This 
time, Nixon, feeling politically vulnerable in the midst of the Watergate 
scandal but also aware that Congress had the votes to override a veto, 
signed the bill. The 1974 law raised the minimum wage and extended it to 
domestic workers, as well as state and local employees. From the initial 
committee hearings until the bill became a law, household workers played a 
role in the legislative debates and the public dialogue about domestic 
workers’ labor rights and mobilized support for the legislation.18 

As Congress debated the bill to extend FLSA coverage in 1971, domestic 
workers gathered just a few miles away at the Marriot Motor Hotel for their 


first national convention in Washington, DC. Convention participants took 
advantage of their geographical proximity to Capitol Hill to lobby 
Congress. Over the course of the weekend, delegations of household 
workers visited congressional officials to make a case for passage of the 
legislation. Mary McClendon, for example, went with a delegation of thirty- 
six household workers to Representative John Conyers’s office to rally 
support for the bill. In addition, Edith Sloan and Josephine Hulett testified 
in support of the legislation before a congressional committee. During the 
two-year period when the bills were debated, members of the HTA and the 
NCHE made powerful arguments about the value of their labor. Testifying 
before the House Subcommittee on Labor in 1973, Sloan framed domestic 
work as one of a number of options available for those entering the labor 
market. She argued that were it not for low wages, domestic work would be 
a better occupational choice than factory work: “We are convinced that one 
of the major reasons why many men and women choose monotonous 
assembly line positions in factories is that they have little choice. A more 
rewarding, interesting job caring for an infant or toddler or elderly person 
simply does not command a decent, living wage.”!9 It is unclear whether or 
not higher wages alone would have attracted new recruits to the field of 
domestic service, given the low status, servile character, and demanding 
time commitments of the job.29 Nevertheless, Sloan’s comment is important 
because of her characterization of household labor as inherently superior to 
“monotonous assembly line positions.” It reflected a widespread belief 
among domestic-worker activists that the work they performed was 
important and gratifying. Carolyn Reed explained: “I feel very strongly that 
I contribute just as much as my doctor contributes, you know. And that 
because he is a doctor does not make him better than me, as a household 
technician.”2! In this way, the campaign for minimum wage was connected 
to the struggle for dignity, recognition, and professionalization, as well as 
the goal of social citizenship, which assured household workers a level of 
economic security. 

Sloan insisted that domestic work be afforded the same rights of social 
citizenship and New Deal benefits as other occupations: “Pay must be 
increased to provide a livable wage. Second, workers must receive the so- 
called ‘fringe benefits,’ which long ago stopped being ‘fringes’ in every 
other major American industry. At this time, household workers usually do 
not receive paid sick leave, vacations, or holidays. Coverage under 


unemployment and workmen’s compensation is extremely limited and 
varies widely from state to state.”22 Mary McClendon similarly spoke of the 
disconnect in citizenship rights and civic responsibilities when she outlined 
the denial of basic benefits to household workers and concluded, “It is 
crystal clear that these workers have no constitutional protection of the law, 
yet their sons and relatives march off to Vietnam to die.”23 For McClendon 
and Sloan, the rights of social citizenship were precisely that—rights— 
rather than privileges or benefits. And domestic workers were entitled to the 
same economic rights as other American workers. 


RACE, GENDER, AND WORK 


The male-dominated congressional debate surrounding the minimum wage 
bill exposed the racial and gender assumptions about women, housework, 
race, and class embedded in social policy. Politicians and policymakers 
framed housework and domestic work as primarily women’s work and cast 
minimum wage for domestic workers in terms of the rights of domestic 
workers versus the rights of housewives.24 Legislators opposed the 
minimum wage bill because they claimed it would bring “the federal 
bureaucracy into the kitchen of the American housewife,”25 and they 
wanted to protect the domain of white middle-class women.2© Robert 
Thompson of the US Chamber of Commerce predicted a flood of “irate 
housewives,” because the law would increase costs and prohibit some 
women from hiring domestic workers.27 

By relegating the question of minimum wage for domestic workers to the 
“women’s sphere,” male politicians employed a rhetorical strategy that 
absolved them of any responsibility for the legal rights of domestic 
workers. They used the cloak of gender to dismiss the class and race 
politics that were central to the exclusion of domestic workers from labor 
legislation. They placed responsibility for low wages and poor treatment 
squarely on the shoulders of middle-class female employers—their 
“wives”—and framed domestic work as an occupation that took place in the 
privacy of the home, which legislators presumably could not regulate. This 
argument about the sanctity of the private sphere reinforced the artificial 
construction of the home as a personal space of refuge devoid of politics. 
Compounding the home/business distinction, policymakers also claimed 
that housewife-employers were incapable of complying with the law and 


keeping records, thus making the legislation impractical because 
housewives had minimal business knowledge. Secretary of Labor Peter 
Brennan explained: “Homemakers are not engaged in business in the 
traditional sense with experience in maintaining business records.”28 
Brennan supported the minimum wage increase but opposed extending 
coverage to household workers, a position that reflected his class politics. 
Born and raised in New York City, Brennan was of working-class origin 
and a certified union man. He started off as a housepainter during the 
Depression—working, ironically, like household employees and 
housewives, in the domestic sphere. He rose up the ranks of the Painters 
Union and eventually became president of the Building and Construction 
Trades Council of Greater New York. He served as secretary of labor under 
Presidents Nixon and Ford from 1973 to 1975. Although Brennan was an 
unwavering advocate for the rights of working people, his opposition to the 
minimum wage for domestic workers illustrates his somewhat narrow 
gender- and race-based view of labor. 

Although Brennan seemed to discount the importance of household labor, 
a closer reading of the FLSA legislative debate underscores a deeper 
concern of congressmen and administration officials. They were fearful not 
only of “irate” housewives and their supposedly inadequate accounting 
practices but also of a potential disruption of the gender division of labor 
and its consequences. Clearly defining and recognizing domestic work 
posed a particular problem for male politicians, who quickly realized that 
raising the status of domestic workers meant raising the status of unpaid 
household work performed by many women. Senator Pete Dominick, an 
opponent of the bill, in his exchange with Secretary of Labor Brennan, 
expressed concern about the difficulty of defining domestic work and the 
impracticality of including domestic workers in the legislation. He argued 
that “the services provided by the householder ought to be included in the 
definition of what is or is not a minimum wage.” Brennan elaborated on the 
problem this recognition posed: “Yes . . . you open the door to a lot of 
trouble. Your wife will want to get paid. I think we are going to be in 
trouble here because, as we say in here, there are many cases the wife 
cannot afford it; she will have to do it herself or someone in the family will 
have to. That means that you or I or we have to pay her. So we have to be 
very careful unless we are ready to do dishes.”29 


The legislative debates are striking because, although congressmen and 
administration officials rhetorically framed domestic work as an abstract 
and distant issue outside their domain, the question of domestic labor and 
FLSA coverage for household employees was deeply personal for some of 
them. Rather than arguing that domestic work was not really work, this 
discussion reveals how they were quite clear that the home was a site of 
work and the labor of household workers was work—work that they, as 
congressmen, did not want to perform. Their narrative exposed their 
understanding of the links between paid and unpaid household labor and the 
belief that the gender division of labor was a foundation for the social order. 


REVALUING HOUSEHOLD LABOR 


Domestic-worker organizers similarly made connections between paid and 
unpaid labor in the home, which enabled them to build a cross-class, cross- 
race gender alliance. In making their claim for minimum wage, domestic 
workers drew attention to the work that took place in the ostensibly private 
space of the home—both the work of social reproduction that was 
associated with women’s unpaid household labor and work that was 
performed for pay primarily by women of color. By making this link, they 
shifted the conversation away from the responsibilities and shortcomings of 
white female employers toward the way that men characterized housework 
as women’s work and left female employers and employees to deal with it. 
Household workers’ understanding of the gendered nature of their 
employment and the common experiences of employer and employee 
prompted them to seek allies among middle-class women in the campaign 
for regulation of domestic work. 

Domestic-worker advocates were acutely aware of the gendered middle- 
class conflict around household labor. They observed interactions within the 
homes of the more affluent and understood the implications of male 
politicians relegating housework to women’s domain, especially in the 
context of a burgeoning women’s movement. They used this to their 
advantage by driving a wedge between middle-class men and women and 
exploiting tensions about who needed to take responsibility for household 
labor. They claimed that failure to pass the amendments—rather than their 
passage—would result in a shortage of domestic workers because women 
would leave the occupation, suggesting that upgrading the occupation was 


necessary to retain domestic workers. But the loss of paid household labor, 
they argued, would not lead to double duty for housewives in the home, 
particularly in light of the women’s movement’s demands to be unshackled 
from household work and for greater employment opportunities outside the 
home. Instead, they predicted the burden would fall on congressmen. 
Geneva Reid, a leader in the HTA, explained to a House committee in 1973 
that if the shortage of domestic workers continued apace, “it may come to 
this, the affluent and Congressmen cleaning up after themselves because the 
women of the household have become liberated and have joined the work 
force and will not have time to cook, clean, wash, iron, and take care of the 
children.”30 

The domestic workers’ rights movement saw itself as part of this 
burgeoning women’s rights movement. Both Carolyn Reed and Geraldine 
Miller helped build a coalition of domestic workers and middle-class 
women’s organizations in support of minimum wage legislation for 
domestic workers. Both had solid connections to a number of women’s 
groups. Miller was president of the Bronx chapter of the National 
Organization for Women and the first president of the NOW Women of 
Color Task Force. She served at different points as president, co-president, 
and vice president in the National Congress of Neighborhood Women and 
rubbed elbows with prominent leaders such as Florence Kennedy and Bella 
Abzug. She saw her labor activism as feminist and her feminism as 
underpinning her labor activism. Miller reflected on the need for feminist 
alliances in the campaign for minimum wage legislation: “We really and 
truly needed the help of the other women who were of different nationalities 
to help us push for that, and that’s the reason why we got under the Federal 
Minimum Wage.”31 

Carolyn Reed similarly found her first political allies among feminists. 
She was on the executive committee of the Women’s Action Alliance, the 
steering committee of the National Women’s Political Caucus, and a 
cofounder of the National Black Feminist Organization. She brought to her 
labor organizing a feminist sensibility rooted in her fierce independence and 
the aspirations of her childhood. As she explained, “I was happy to be 
involved with feminist groups. Before even knowing the word, I had 
always, in a sense been a feminist.” 32 

Although both Miller and Reed, like other household technicians, 
claimed an identity as feminists, their relationship with the women’s 


movement was somewhat tenuous. Paid household labor was largely an 
occupation of women employing women. As Mary McClendon explained 
in 1975: “Over work and under payment has been inflicted upon Household 
Technicians by white and black female employers, as well as white and 
black male employers. So many females have been slave masters of other 
females for over two hundred years.”33 Historically, domestic workers had 
strained relationships with their employers. The mistress of the household 
was often the source of domestic workers’ most trying work experiences. 
Female employers were responsible for the day-to-day supervision of “their 
help,” including establishing working hours and wages.°4 The occupation 
divided women by race and class by defining women who engaged in 
domestic work as “dirty” and the women who benefited from their labor as 
“clean.”35 The status, opportunities, and identity of middle-class women 
were inextricably linked to their access to domestic workers, who could 
attend to the time-consuming and unpleasant tasks that made for a well-run 
home.»36 

The women’s movement of the 1960s complicated the potential alliance 
between domestic workers and middle-class women. The mainstream 
women’s movement, which most often defined liberation in terms of paid 
employment outside the home, expressed disdain for domestic work. Betty 
Friedan, author of the seminal book The Feminine Mystique, described 
housework as boring and repetitious. As she explained: “Vacuuming the 
living room floor—with or without makeup—is not work that takes enough 
thought or energy to challenge any woman’s full capacity.”37 The pitting of 
household labor against work opportunities outside the home contributed to 
negative perceptions about the value of this work. Middle-class women’s 
claims that they needed jobs outside the home because housework lacked 
meaning inadvertently undermined the arguments of sectors of the women’s 
movement that sought to revalue household labor and support the domestic 
workers’ rights movement. 

Carolyn Reed, on the other hand, saw a dirty house as an opportunity. 
“[Feminists’] theory was that housework is dirty work. I happen not to 
consider it dirty work and I had to get it across to them that the dirtier their 
places are, the more job security we have.”38 Household workers believed 
that middle-class women’s low opinion of household labor contributed to 
the marginalized status of domestic workers. The NCHE drew links 


between the degradation of domestic work and middle-class women’s entry 
into the labor force. 

“Underlying many difficulties that household workers face in trying to 
improve pay and working conditions,” the organization stated in a 
document in 1976, “is a more subtle and pervasive problem of the 
household worker’s image in our own eyes and the eyes of our employers. 
This image is deeply rooted in Americans’ attitudes toward women and 
their traditional functions and toward the service professions generally. . . . 
Ironically, the changing attitudes that are giving many American women a 
new sense of their own worth and dignity, is working against the 
professional dignity of household workers. As women enter the work-force 
finding careers outside the home, they look on housework as demeaning 
drudgery.”39 

But the idea that housework was not meaningful and that women needed 
other sources of fulfillment represented only one component of the 
women’s movement. There were multiple strands and competing 
perspectives among women’s activists.4° 

Some socialist feminists had a different perspective from the mainstream 
women’s movement. New York Radical Feminists was a staunch supporter 
of domestic workers. In October 1973, it cosponsored with the Professional 
Household Workers Union a speak-out on working-class women that was 
attended by seventy-five people. Invitees were encouraged to “hear what 
it’s like to be a household worker,” illustrating the importance of 
storytelling and testimony to convey ideas about the occupation. NYRF 
argued that working-class and middle-class women had closely aligned 
interests. Pointing to the economic vulnerability of middle-class women 
who were not financially independent, they suggested: “Most women .. . 
are only a step (or a man) away from a working-class job—if they are not 
already employed in one.”41 

Socialist feminists, like domestic workers, rethought the meaning and 
value of household labor. They offered a broad critique of American 
capitalism and its relationship to patriarchy. They argued that the 
devaluation of housework was a product of economic development—in 
particular the emergence of wage labor—and the consequent separation of 
public and private spheres. Women’s reproductive labor, they believed, was 
absolutely essential to the functioning of the economy. Without it, 
American capitalism would not have a next generation of workers. Rather 


than viewing domestic labor as nonproductive labor, they suggested that it 
was productive and benefited capitalists because the costs of sustaining 
workers was borne by the unpaid labor of women.42 

One offshoot of socialist feminism was the “wages for housework” 
movement. Spearheaded by Selma James and Maria Dalla Costa, the wages 
for housework movement, rather than seeing women’s employment outside 
the home as the only path to liberation, attempted to reclaim housework as 
legitimate labor.42 Much like welfare rights activists who made a claim for 
government assistance to support them in their work as mothers, members 
of the wages for housework movement advocated the commodification of 
household labor—attaching a wage to it as a way to revalue the work and 
compensate women. This argument for commodification was rooted in an 
understanding that wages were a measure of labor’s worth in a capitalist 
economy. Moving domestic labor from the unpaid to the paid category, they 
believed, would upgrade the work. In a similar vein, Reed supported Social 
Security for housewives as a way to recognize that work, claiming, “they 
can all become household technicians.”44 Although this was a legitimate 
argument, the experiences of paid domestic workers offer a different 
perspective. Some domestic labor had been commodified since the 
emergence of capitalism. But as domestic workers repeatedly attested, a 
wage, in and of itself, did not raise the status of the work.45 Socialist 
feminists offered promise for collaboration across feminist lines, but were, 
however, only a minority of women’s activists. 

As middle-class women won access to previously closed occupations and 
entered the workforce at a faster rate, the question of who would do the 
household labor became more pressing. As journalist Gail Sheehy wrote in 
the Boston Globe in 1980, “Behind just about every successful woman I 
know with a public as well as private life, there is another woman.”46 One 
employer who nominated her domestic worker for Atlanta’s Maid of the 
Year testified about the need for household assistance to further her own 
goals: “Having Lula with the family made it possible for me to continue my 
education, and to do my research and teaching which I enjoy very much. If 
it had not been for Lula, I could not have worked toward and earned my 
PhD. . . . I never worried about [my children] coming home from school 
without me there because they came home to Lula’s welcoming love... . 
Best of all, because she kept my house for me, I could spend all my time at 
home with my husband and daughters, because the chores were done.”47 


Increasingly, middle-class women who saw personal empowerment bound 
up with employment outside the home wanted to free themselves from 
household labor. The goal for many in the women’s movement became, as 
Angela Davis put it, “the abolition of housework as the private 
responsibility of individual women.”48 

Domestic work cut at the heart of the feminist dilemma of a desire for 
employment while still attempting to fulfill the responsibilities of mothering 
and housework. Feminist demands for greater contributions from male 
partners and government-funded child care to resolve this dilemma were 
less successful. The privatized solution of hiring someone else—preferably 
someone compliant and inexpensive—to do the work became the most 
viable one.49 As Essence magazine explained in 1974: “It is the women 
who have fought sex discrimination in employment who are now 
discriminating against the Black women hired to work in their homes.”50 
The goals of the mainstream women’s movement increasingly narrowed to 
focus on the employment prospects of middle-class women and their 
individual achievements. Mary McClendon summarized the problem this 
way: “Nice ladies who have bought their freedom from household work at 
the expense of those who have no choice and must work for insulting and 
inadequate wages.”°! The most visible feminist heroes became those who 
broke through the glass ceiling rather than those who still labored 
downstairs but made possible the success of those at the top. The hiring of 
domestic workers as middle-class women went to work enabled feminist 
liberation for some without disrupting the gendered social order in middle- 
class homes. 

Despite the fragility of the feminist coalition, household technicians 
forged ahead in developing a strategic alliance to pass the FLSA 
amendments. Domestic workers’ stories mobilized the support of groups 
such as the National Organization for Women and the Business and 
Professional Women’s Club, as well as some socialist feminists.°2 The 
congressional debates provided a platform for domestic workers to speak 
out publicly, reach out to other women, and share their narratives of 
domestic labor. Their gendered analysis suggested that household labor, 
whether paid or unpaid, united women of different backgrounds. 

HTA activists drew parallels between the plight of domestic workers and 
the dilemmas of the middle-class women who hired them. Both were 
responsible for housework. Both understood what maintaining a home 


entailed. Both experienced the devaluation of housework in the larger 
society. Josephine Hulett succinctly explained this in an interview: “After 
all, there’s a sense in which all women are household workers. And unless 
we stop being turned against each other, unless we organize together, we’re 
never going to make this country see household work for what it really is— 
human work, not just ‘woman’s work’: a job that deserves dignity, fair pay, 
and respect.”°3 Similarly, Geraldine Miller argued that “as we upgrade the 
household worker, we will upgrade the woman in the home.”’>4 

Many feminists, like those at Gloria Steinem’s fund-raiser, grappled with 
the ethical issues of paid household help, and for political and personal 
reasons did not want to replicate hierarchical or exploitative relationships. 
Domestic workers acknowledged feminist unease and assured them that 
there was nothing wrong with hiring household help as long as workers 
were well paid and treated as professionals. Josephine Hulett recalled her 
interactions with middle-class women who were hesitant about hiring 
domestic help. “I’ve also met women involved in the Women’s Movement 
who feel guilty about employing another woman, and who even fire their 
household worker and try to do without. I explain to them that we need the 
job; it’s a good job. We just want to be respected—and to be decently 
paid.”55 

Domestic workers argued that even if employers experienced financial 
constraints, the demand for decent pay was nonnegotiable and family 
budgets shouldn’t be balanced on the backs of household workers. Hulett 
believed female employers should demand more money from their bosses 
or their husbands to make ends meet. “I’ve run into employers who say, 
‘But how can I pay that? I don’t have any money myself.’ I sympathize 
with those women. I know we’re all pretty badly off. . . . But if you didn’t 
have the price of a car, you couldn’t talk the dealer down—you’d just have 
to get along without it. And that’s the way it should be with household help 
too. Maybe if women employers see it that way, they’ll make more trouble 
with their husbands or their own employers, and get proper pay for 
themselves and their sisters.”°°> Domestic workers framed gender solidarity 
in terms of privileged women’s support for poor women’s work and 
suggested that middle-class women’s advocacy of domestic worker rights 
would benefit all women. 

Domestic workers forged a diverse coalition with a small group of 
feminists. Their ability to ally with feminists of very different political 


orientations is a testament to the significance of this issue and the ways in 
which different categories of women were connected to it. Household 
workers didn’t gloss over the vast differences between poor and middle- 
class women. But they did find a common thread that linked them. Through 
their testimony and storytelling, domestic workers articulated an alternative 
vision that claimed housework as real work and tied the degradation of the 
occupation to both women’s unpaid household labor as well as the history 
of racism. Domestic workers’ claims of household work as labor powerfully 
resonated with middle-class women who felt burdened by their domestic 
responsibilities. 

The underlying tension between middle-class women and household 
workers became more clear when attempts were made to enforce the new 
minimum wage legislation. After passage of the amendments in 1974, HTA 
and NCHE made a commitment “to increase knowledge of and compliance 
with fair labor standards among household employers and the general 
public.”°” Gloria Steinem was asked to head the program and mobilize local 
women’s organizations to ensure compliance with the FLSA.°® Steinem 
pledged the active support of the women’s movement. Carolyn Reed had a 
great deal of respect for Steinem. “When I think of people who’ve 
supported us, the first name that comes up is Gloria Steinem . . . she is 
accessible without the whole fanfare. She was the person who has been 
most consistent—really putting her money and her actions where her mouth 
is, just constantly doing it and not really seeking publicity for it... . You 
can call on her and get action.”°9 Steinem also appreciated her alliance with 
the Household Technicians, especially because it projected a different 
image of the women’s movement. She said about Reed in 1993: she was 
“exactly the kind of person who should get recognized and doesn’t and then 
people think only three of us are feminists and we all wear suits.”©9 Carolyn 
Reed did not wear a suit, but for her a maid’s uniform could be as fiercely 
feminist as the attire of those climbing the corporate ladder. 

The goal of the NCHE minimum wage—enforcement campaign was to get 
ten thousand employers to place a sticker in the window of their homes that 
read “This is a Fair Labor Standards Household.” This harkened back to a 
New Deal strategy to encourage businesses that complied with federal 
regulations to display a blue eagle. Despite the support of individuals like 
Steinem and their laudable efforts, enforcement remained an 
insurmountable problem, even among feminists. Educating millions of 


employers was a massive undertaking and many employers were simply 
unable or unwilling to comply on their own. As middle-class and working- 
class women of different racial backgrounds joined the workforce, they 
relied more on paid household workers. The situation was especially 
difficult for working-class women for whom a generous wage for a child- 
care worker or housekeeper would have likely stretched them beyond their 
limits. Did they have alternatives? It seems not, given the competing 
demands of working and having children at home to care for. Yet, poor 
women, such as household workers, struggled with this same conundrum 
and rarely had the option of hiring someone to do this work for them. And 
because cutbacks and political attacks on welfare increasingly required 
welfare recipients to take paid employment outside the home, staying home 
to take care of their own children was less of an option. Day care was one 
solution. In 1968, Dorothy Bolden and the NDWUA in Atlanta hoped to 
start a worker-run day-care program because “far too many of the women 
have no child care so their children are left alone during the day.”®! In 1976, 
the NCHE’s “Program Priorities” called for government-funded affordable 
day-care programs to meet the child-care needs of household workers and 
other poor women.®2 Government-funded day care, also advocated by some 
feminist groups, never gained traction, however. Household workers who 
were mothers patched together unreliable caretaking options—they turned 
to friends, family, and unregulated day care, or left children home alone. 
And they rarely had the luxury of returning to a clean house after a long day 
at work. As Bolden explained: A typical day for her was to “get up at 4 a.m. 
to leave home by 6 a.m., and be on the job by 8 a.m., perform all those 
duties necessary to the proper management of a household for eight hours, 
leave there by 4 p.m. to be home by 6 p.m. where I would do the same 
things ve done all over again for my own family.”63 Working-class 
women’s hardship is not something all women should suffer. But 
recognizing those hardships could and should prompt us to consider 
solutions to meet the needs of all families, regardless of their economic 
status. 


THE MEANING OF RIGHTS 


The passage of the FLSA amendments in 1974 was an important milestone 
in African American history and the history of social rights. It won labor 


rights for this excluded sector of workers and brought them into the fold of 
legally recognized labor. An NCHE press release claimed: “Minimum wage 
coverage for household workers gives to these one and a half million 
employees a legal mandate, a recognition of the value of their services and 
basic equality with other workers. . . . For the domestic worker, whether she 
is Black, White, Red or Brown, or lives in the North, East, South or West, it 
means a new respect—for her service and her person—and the ability to 
support herself and family.”64 The passage of minimum wage legislation 
was one of several victories for household workers in the postwar period. In 
1950 they won the right to Social Security assistance. In 1974, they came 
under minimum wage laws. And in 1976, they obtained access to 
unemployment insurance. This body of legislation addressed a fundamental 
inequality that had structured social rights since the 1930s and marked the 
postwar period as one of racial progress. Although they never achieved full 
equality—domestic workers are still excluded from the National Labor 
Relations Act, the Occupational Safety and Health Act, and civil rights laws 
—these advances were important and represented the movement’s effort to 
upgrade household labor. 

Household workers’ struggles were part of a broader campaign for 
economic rights among social justice advocates. Activists in the 1960s and 
1970s utilized divergent strategies, including demanding reparations for 
slavery and a guaranteed annual income to bring all Americans to a 
minimum standard of living, but the most common approach was seeking 
legislative equity in the workplace. Mainstream feminist and civil rights 
activists lobbied for the Equal Pay Act and the Civil Rights Act, both of 
which attempted to ameliorate racial and gender discrimination in 
employment. Passed in 1963, the Equal Pay Act, spearheaded by the 
Women’s Bureau, amended the FLSA and prohibited unequal wages 
between men and women for the same work. Women in occupations already 
covered by the FLSA would be assured equality with their male 
counterparts. Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibited 
discriminatory practices in the workplace and gave employees a means to 
file claims with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission to 
challenge race and sex discrimination. These acts helped end widespread 
practices of discrimination in the labor force, opened up previously closed 
occupations, and made hiring and evaluation processes more transparent.®5 


But there was a tension between the antidiscrimination approaches of the 
Equal Pay Act and the Civil Rights Act—which focused on the rights of 
individual workers’ equal access to previously closed occupations or equal 
pay for men and women in certain occupations—and broader campaigns to 
expand the social safety net, include unprotected workers in labor law, and 
upgrade occupations. The individual rights approach, according to historian 
Alice Kessler-Harris, benefited middle-class women most and left poor 
women vulnerable. Scholar Venus Green, for example, argues that NOW’s 
adoption of a narrow, gender-based concept of inequality in its battles with 
Sears and AT&T failed to adequately address the needs of black women. 
Similarly, the campaign for comparable worth, which sought equal pay 
between women and men for jobs of similar skill level, didn’t address the 
growing divide among women in occupations of different skill level. Most 
working-class women were not competing with men for jobs, but were in 
gender-segregated occupations. Consequently, white women benefited 
much more from these decisions than did African American women.®® 
Antidiscrimination laws enabled middle-class and professional women 
Opportunities in previously male-dominated occupations while the 
continued devaluation of care work assured them access to an underpaid 
labor force of domestic workers, home care attendants, and nursing home 
workers, to whom they could outsource household responsibilities. 
Individual women and people of color benefited from the equal-rights 
approach, but the vast majority were stuck in occupations that continued to 
devalue their labor and underpay them. So, Title VII and the Equal Pay Act 
may actually have exacerbated the divide among women.®/ 
Antidiscrimination law did not restructure the workplace and did not 
revalue occupations such as care work. 

Domestic workers’ campaign for social citizenship rights was part of this 
larger struggle for justice in the workplace. They were more closely aligned 
with union campaigns to upgrade certain occupations and the goals of social 
movements, such as the welfare rights and wages for housework 
movements, to revalue household labor.6? Many African American women 
leaving domestic service undoubtedly fought for equal access to other kinds 
of employment and an end to discrimination within those workplaces. But 
the thrust of this movement was to upgrade their jobs and change the terms 
of social citizenship by extending labor rights to their current occupation. 
Annie Love, a mother of four, household worker and organizer in Miami, 


expressed her view: “A lot of people talk about training household workers 
to be something else. It isn’t that I haven’t been interested in another kind 
of job, it’s just that this is what I really want to do.”©9 Less concerned about 
individual access to new jobs, and perhaps aware of the obstacles that poor 
black women faced in escaping low-wage jobs, they aimed to transform the 
political and economic status of an entire occupation and gain federal 
recognition of their work.”° Even training and education were less about 
obtaining new jobs than improving old ones. Geraldine Roberts attended a 
community college, but wanted to “still continue as a domestic worker.”7! 
Household workers’ claims for rights and recognition of their work of 
social reproduction disrupted long-standing notions of both labor and 
citizenship and expanded the definition of “worker” that had been 
circumscribed in the 1930s. They intended to raise the status of the work of 
social reproduction and reverse the marginalization of African American 
women domestic workers in labor law. 

Minimum wage legislation for domestic workers didn’t fully achieve the 
expected results and had a mixed legacy. The granting of formal rights to 
domestic workers absolved the state of its most blatant exclusions, 
reinforcing and strengthening the abstract construct of universal equality 
without creating a mechanism for enforcement. The end result was a turn 
away from state responsibility toward individual employer responsibility. 
Once domestic workers were legally protected, it was assumed that the real 
obstacles were employers who refused to comply. The decentralized nature 
of the work and its location in the home—issues that historically made 
regulation difficult—still impeded enforcement. The Department of Labor 
had little power and few tools to ensure compliance. Moreover, the ideology 
of the home as a private sphere continued to hold sway over the public 
imagination in a way that inhibited people from acknowledging the home as 
a workplace. 72 

The FLSA legislation also excluded important categories of domestics, 
including live-in workers and home-health-care aides, who, along with 
babysitters, were defined as providing “companionship” services./? Home 
care was distinct from private household labor because it was funded by 
state agencies and often had a third-party employer. These new exclusions 
became even more important as the occupation shifted. At the turn of the 
twenty-first century, home-care assistance was one of the fastest-growing 
industries because of changes in health-care administration, state funding 


patterns, and greater stratification in health-care delivery. Domestic 
workers, especially African American women, increasingly left private 
household labor for home-care work as well as institutional employment as 
nurses, cleaners, and cafeteria workers. Thus, those who became home- 
health-care aides left one unprotected occupation only to find themselves in 
another unprotected occupation. The other exclusion of live-in workers also 
became important with the influx of immigrant workers. As live-ins, these 
new workers were not entitled to minimum wage protection. So the legal 
recognition of the category of domestic work also narrowed that definition 
and removed protections for some. The reforms of the 1970s attempted to 
mitigate stratification within labor law but created new forms of 
stratification at the same time.”4 


THE STRUGGLE FOR EQUALITY 


In the 1970s, domestic workers forged an alliance with middle-class women 
and waged a campaign for full citizenship rights by insisting that domestic 
work was legitimate work deserving of the same labor protections as other 
occupations. Since the 1930s, they had been excluded from labor legislation 
and were marginalized in both their work and their legal status. Domestic 
workers claimed their labor as legitimate work and built a broad-based 
alliance to suport the passage of minimum-wage legislation. 

In their campaigns, domestic workers’ voices and experiences and their 
participation in the policymaking process were critical elements of the 
legislative debate. Their analysis of the gendered nature of domestic labor 
told through stories of racial exclusion, hardship, and unmet expectations, 
as well as their hope to revalue household labor served as a basis for a 
feminist alliance. Although passage of minimum wage legislation was an 
important victory for domestic workers, it was also limited, offering 
domestic workers legal status but little political leverage. 

Domestic workers’ campaigns for equality in the 1960s and 1970s were 
never solely about labor legislation and citizenship rights. Although the 
question of social and economic rights was critical for domestic workers, 
most did not see these rights as the ultimate goal but rather as one part of a 
broader agenda. Concerns about dignity and respect were also crucial. As 
Josephine Hulett explained: “Raising pay by inclusion under FLSA is not 
an end in itself. But coverage under FLSA is a vital prerequisite—a vital 


means of achieving a larger aim—which, from the employee’s view is to 
provide her with a profession that is respected and pays adequately.””° 
Domestic workers viewed the degradation of their work as deeply rooted 
and informed by the racialization of the occupation as well as the lack of 
value placed on household labor. 

The struggle for social citizenship was a step toward achieving rights and 
respect for this sector of the African American community and aimed to 
remedy the marginalization that resulted from decades-long inequality in 
social citizenship. Edith Barksdale Sloan wrote in the NCHE newsletter, 
“Many employers are slowly beginning to realize that there has been a 
revolution in the kitchen, and like it or not, there is a new force and a 
determined new worker who will no longer work unreasonable hours under 
unreasonable conditions for unjust wages, some leftover food and a worn- 
out garment.””6 Domestic workers’ victorious passage of the FLSA 
amendments pushed the boundaries of American citizenship and managed 
to redefine the very meaning of work that had been so circumscribed by 
New Deal labor legislation. The shifting, contingent, and contested notions 
of work and citizenship suggest that this has been an important arena of 
political struggle for marginalized groups—a struggle that is still 
unfinished. 


CHAPTER 7 


WOMEN, WORK, AND IMMIGRATION 


It is important to realize that, in the past, our sisters left us a legacy of organizing that we can 
follow today. 


—BONITA JOHNSON 


WOMEN, WORK, AND THE END OF HOUSEHOLD LABOR 


In 1973 the renowned sociologist Lewis Coser published an article in a 
prominent academic journal declaring the obsolescence of domestic 
servants. Paid household labor, he argued, was an antiquated occupation 
that had no place in industrialized society.! Coser and other social 
commentators in the 1970s had come to believe that hired domestic labor 
was out of step with the democratic ideals of a modern society. Moreover, 
they argued that technological advances, new consumer products, and 
shifting cultural patterns made the need for in-home household employees a 
thing of the past. Such assertions were not entirely new. In 1953 House and 
Garden magazine promised that electrical appliances would be the “servant 
that never takes a day off” and that convenience foods were the equivalent 
of “1001 servants in your kitchen.” 

In the mid- to late 1970s, labor economists, feminists, and countless 
journalists once again lauded a turn toward capitalist innovation as a 
solution to the problem of household labor. Working mothers no longer had 
to spend hours in front of the stove when they could easily pick up fast food 
or prepared supermarket items, such as frozen TV dinners and instant soup. 
Dishwashers, self-cleaning ovens, washing machines, vacuum cleaners, and 
wrinkle-free fabrics eased the burdens of cleaning. And institutional child 
care would make nannies unnecessary. The free market, it seemed, would 
relieve middle-class women of the crushing burden of household labor. 


In addition to market solutions, changing expectations of how to keep 
house—or more accurately, declining standards—reduced the time spent on 
housework. Many middle-class women had come to believe that a clean 
house was only marginally important, and may have been a sign of 
misplaced priorities. Beginning in the mid-1960s, women did less 
household labor, even when no one else picked up the slack.? As Geraldine 
Roberts observed in 1977, “So many employers have seemed to adopt the 
style that it is not that important anymore about how well the house is kept 
clean.” 

Despite declining standards and the proliferation of household appliances 
and prepared foods, the problem of household labor persisted as the number 
of women in the workforce continued to grow. By 1980 the labor force 
participation rate of married women was 49 percent.4 Some women joined 
the labor force because of second-wave feminist ideas that employment and 
an independent income led to personal liberation. Other women were less 
moved by ideology and went to work out of sheer necessity as a shrinking 
manufacturing sector, rising inflation, and high unemployment generated an 
economic crisis. Single mothers often relied on paid employment to support 
themselves and their children, especially as welfare increasingly came 
under attack. And as middle-class and lower-middle-class families found it 
hard to maintain their standard of living on a single income, women’s 
employment became the salve for an aching economy. Many families now 
depended upon two incomes.° 

While the drudgery and time devoted to household labor seemed to have 
lessened given technological advances and changing expectations, the 
promises that paid domestic labor would soon be a thing of the past were 
overly optimistic. Market innovations were limited. Ready-made foods 
were not considered nutritious enough. Institutional day care was perceived 
to be inadequate by many middle-class families that were bombarded with 
messages about the importance of one-on-one attention for healthy growth 
and development of their children. And hopes and expectations that 
modern-day men would shoulder more of the household chores never 
materialized. In effect, the overall workload for newly employed women 
increased because of their double day. Both the “care gap” and the cleaning 
gap needed to be filled. As in earlier periods, low-paid household workers 
seemed to be the most feasible solution.® 


A new employer-employee relationship emerged in the 1970s because of 
growing unease with the master-servant model. A New York Times author 
described it this way: “Relations between the two groups are fraught with 
feelings of anxiety, guilt and helplessness, all on the part of the employers, 
none on the part of the employees.”” Female employers sought greater 
distance from their employees and were increasingly uncomfortable with 
their role as employers, perhaps because of the way in which the 
relationship had come to symbolize racial hierarchy among women. A 
divorced mother employed in the public relations department of a large 
food company and interviewed by Westchester Illustrated magazine 
explained that she hired a white housekeeper because “I didn’t want to 
present the stereotype of the black maid doing a white woman’s work to my 
kids.” Another employer despised feeling responsible for all her employee’s 
problems: “I hate having inherited another person’s life in return for having 
my tub scrubbed and my floor waxed.” Most employers guarded their 
privacy and were not interested in the personal relationship that 
characterized the occupation a generation earlier. A speech pathologist 
explained: “When my kids were small, I had intimate relationships with the 
people who cared for them. I knew about their dates and their agonies. 


Now, I simply don’t want to be bothered. . . . I don’t want an intimate 
observer at dinner time serving my family. . . . I don’t even like to be at 
home when my housekeeper’s there. . . . Someone who cleans for you 


doesn’t have to be patronized as a child or treated as a member of the 
family if she’s not.” 

Their detached approach sometimes led to a lack of clear instructions. 
Although employers didn’t want to micromanage or dictate to their 
workers, they also had high expectations for how care should be provided 
and tasks completed. One employer explained: “I want a competent person 
to come into my house, look around, know what’s to be done and do it. I 
want a housekeeper who’s as expert in her job as I am in mine.”9 The hope 
was that employees would be independent and take initiative, and, at the 
same time, conform to their bosses’ often unspoken standards. Household 
work was shifting because of workers’ initiatives as well. As scholar Mary 
Romero has argued, Chicano workers transformed household labor into a 
business relationship wherein they worked for multiple employers and 
established set wage rates. This gave workers greater control over the work 
process and better suited employers’ hands-off approach. The emphasis on 


day work, however, did not eliminate the ongoing need for care workers, 
which tended to be full-time employment and, in many cases, live-in. 
Nevertheless, by the 1980s, there was a distinct change in the occupation. 
Household worker agitation and a new crop of employers combined to 
dismantle the paternalism and patterns of servitude that characterized the 
mid-twentieth century. 1° 


BLACK WOMEN IN A NEw ERA 


In the mid-1970s, African American women, who had been the primary 
domestic-labor force since the early twentieth century, were a shrinking 
percentage of domestic workers. They had been steadily leaving household 
labor since World War II and choosing, when given the opportunity, to take 
formal-sector jobs.!! This trend accelerated with the victories of the black 
freedom movement, which removed barriers to employment discrimination 
and increased educational opportunities for African Americans. 

Some African American women moved out of domestic service into 
clerical, sales, and professional jobs such as teaching, nursing, and social 
work that were previously closed to them.!2 Geraldine Roberts observed: “I 
think, more than ever now, domestics at this time, at this period, 1977, are 
beginning to go to school and seek out higher education for themselves . . . 
women all began to help themselves as individuals saying I’m going to go 
back to school, try to improve myself because I’m tired of being worked as 
a slave in this country without a decent wage, tired of being ignored.”13 
Other African American women, with less education and fewer 
employment prospects, ended up on welfare and were relegated to “second 
tier’ public assistance benefits. The bifurcation between the more 
privileged and the less privileged characterized the shifting employment 
prospects of African American women, where some moved up and others 
simply moved out of employment and were further marginalized.!4 The net 
effect was a decline in the number of African American household workers. 
So, while 42 percent of employed black women were domestics in 1950, by 
1970 only 19.5 percent of employed black women worked as domestics. 
This proportion had dropped to 6 percent by 1980. 

Ironically, working-class black women who left private household labor 
often ended up in occupations that resembled the social reproductive labor 
they had previously engaged in, albeit in different settings. They shifted 


“over” rather than “out,” thus re-creating the racial and gender inequality in 
the workforce. The proliferation of hospitals, schools, nursing homes, and 
restaurants changed the nature of social reproductive care and relocated 
some of the work that had previously taken place in the home into 
institutional settings. Dorothy Bolden was aware of growing opportunities 
for black women in these employment areas. NDWUA’s training proposal 
prepared participants for one of two career tracks: private household work 
or “service delivery and management for institutions” such as for-profit 
businesses and nonprofit organizations.!° Institutions offered women, and 
many men, formal-sector jobs that included nurturant care, as well as other 
kinds of social reproductive work like cleaning, laundry, and food 
preparation. Women working in institutions were still often relegated to 
largely female service occupations. But even within this predominantly 
female workforce, inequalities persisted, with women of color performing 
the lowest-paid menial work—the “back-room jobs” such as changing 
bedpans and serving in cafeterias—and white women engaging in nurturant 
work such as registered nursing and teaching. !® 

One instance of this widening racial gap in institutional care is evidenced 
in the home-health-care industry. Over the course of the twentieth century, 
the health-care industry underwent enormous changes with the creation of 
occupational hierarchies, including professionalization of certain jobs and 
the implementation of cost-cutting measures. Government policy 
encouraged the expansion of home health care—where individuals paid by 
private or government agencies provided services to the sick or disabled in 
their homes. Home health care enabled hospitals to outsource patient care to 
low-wage workers, many of whom were former welfare recipients, 
domestic workers, or family members of those needing care. This 
burgeoning field was made up largely of women of color, who worked long 
hours performing multiple tasks that included nursing and patient hygiene 
and bodily care, as well as household chores such as cooking and cleaning. 
These jobs were not vastly different from the labor provided by private 
household employees for generations. But because home-health-care aides 
were legally categorized as casual babysitters with the passage of the 1974 
amendments, they were excluded from the provisions of the FLSA. 
Occupations such as home health care proved to be an important outlet for 
poor black women, and many immigrant women, fleeing private household 


work.!”7 So black women, although less important in private household 
service, continued doing low-paid reproductive care in institutional settings. 

Mary McClendon’s life illustrates these trends. After almost fifty years as 
a private household worker, McClendon enrolled in a community college to 
become certified as a home-care aide. In some ways, this transition was a 
logical extension of her efforts to upgrade household labor through 
professionalization and training. In 1977 McClendon took a job with the 
city of Detroit as a home-care attendant. She signed a one-year contract 
with the city’s Neighborhood Services Department to work as a homemaker 
aide and described her job, which involved cleaning, cooking, and caring 
for the elderly or disabled, as “household technician work.” But the 
autonomy she might have hoped for with “professional” status didn’t 
materialize. Her supervisors called to check in every day, monitored her 
closely, and required her to inform them if she left her place of employment 
for any reason. They even instructed her how to dress for Friday meetings 
and what to say to the seniors she cared for.18 

The work was physically demanding and McClendon suffered from long- 
term ailments that she attributed to lifting clients as a home-care attendant. 
In 1980 she sued the city of Detroit for workers’ compensation because of 
chronic back pain. By that time, she was unemployed, received general 
assistance—a welfare program for the poor without young children—and 
lived in Highland Park, an impoverished black city within the municipal 
boundaries of Detroit. At issue in the lawsuit was whether McClendon was 
an independent contractor or directly employed by the city. This distinction, 
while seemingly a technicality, was enormously important in shaping the 
status, rights, and political leverage of home-care attendants. The city 
claimed she was a contractor and therefore couldn’t make any claims as an 
employee. McClendon offered examples of how frequently supervisors 
checked up on her as evidence of her status as an employee of the city’s 
agency. McClendon lost her legal case, an indication of how home-health- 
care workers found it more difficult to challenge working conditions, 
bargain collectively, or bring lawsuits against their employers for unfair 
labor practices. Her situation exemplifies the continuities in African 
American women’s low-wage labor both inside and outside domestic 
service—and, in particular, how labor rights were curtailed. 


MIGRANT DOMESTIC WORKERS 


The exodus of African American women from private household work led 
to shifting demographics in the occupation. Changes in immigration law in 
the 1960s created a much larger pool of low-wage immigrant workers, 
many of whom ended up as household laborers. The Hart-Celler 
Immigration Act of 1965 abolished the discriminatory national-origins 
immigration formula established in the 1920s that gave preference to 
northern and western Europeans and completely excluded Asians and 
Africans. The new law established a per-country quota, which prioritized 
immigrants’ skills and family unification, and placed new restrictions on the 
number of legal immigrants from the western hemisphere. These 
restrictions regulated a border that was previously unregulated and 
heightened the number of undocumented immigrants coming to the United 
States. The loosening of certain restrictions enabled greater numbers of 
immigrants from other parts of the world to come to the US and expanded 
the pool of vulnerable immigrants without legal papers. These new 
immigrants, many of whom were in search of employment, became 
available for those seeking household workers.19 

The turn to immigrant labor as a source of household workers was not 
unprecedented. Immigrant women were the primary domestic-service labor 
force in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In the post-World War 
II period, women were recruited from the southern United States, Puerto 
Rico, the Caribbean, Mexico, and Europe. For example, Domestic Service, 
Inc., a Manhattan employment agency started in 1950 by Lee Ahneman, 
specialized in connecting European household workers with employers in 
the United States. Usually paid between $100 and $150 a month, workers 
signed one-year contracts. In its first five years, the company placed about 
six thousand domestics; by 1961, ten thousand were entering the country 
every year. They came from all over Europe, but especially Britain and 
Ireland, because of fluency in English and high immigration quotas. A 
reporter identified another reason why some nationalities were less 
represented: “No Scandinavians are brought in by the firm, for an 
interesting reason. They don’t want to come. Domestics in these countries 
have recently organized and work only an eight-hour day. If longer, they get 
time-and-a-half.” So, the workers ending up in the United States were very 
likely less demanding of their rights. Despite the best efforts of companies 


like Domestic Service however, recruitment agencies could not meet the 
demand for European workers.29 

Another possible source for domestic workers was Puerto Rico. The 
long-standing colonial relationship made travel back and forth fairly easy 
and Puerto Ricans’ status as American citizens enabled an unlimited 
number of people to go to the continental US. Since the early twentieth 
century, a steady stream of Puerto Ricans, middle-class and working-class 
voluntary migrants and contract laborers, had arrived in the mainland US, 
especially New York and Chicago, and some ended up in or were shuttled 
into domestic work. Puerto Ricans quickly became the second-largest 
Spanish-speaking community next to Mexicans.21! 

Private companies recruited contract workers from Puerto Rico. One of 
the most well-publicized cases was in Chicago. In September 1946, after 
signing an agreement with the Puerto Rican Department of Labor, a 
Chicago employment agency, Castle, Barton and Associates, recruited men 
to work in foundries and women and some men to work in private 
households with one-year labor contracts. Although the contracts were not 
legally binding, the agency used them as a form of coercion. The agency 
head told one employer that if a worker broke a contract, “we could 
blackball them successfully from any other job.”22 Close to four hundred 
women, most who had never before worked as maids, served as live-in 
domestics. To combat workers’ isolation, the Chicago YWCA organized 
Thursday-afternoon teas for the migrants. Although they were not tea 
drinkers, the domestic workers seized the opportunity to establish solidarity 
and share information about their jobs.22 They expressed dissatisfaction 
with both working and living conditions. 

A group of University of Chicago students learned of the plight of the 
workers and began to document complaints of underage labor, fifteen-hour 
workdays, mistreatment, and underpayment. They found that employers had 
deducted money for transportation to and from Puerto Rico from workers’ 
monthly wages, leaving them with far less than they expected. Carmen 
Isales, a Puerto Rican social worker who happened to be vacationing in 
Chicago at the time, confirmed the students’ findings and also discovered 
that Puerto Rican women earned far less than their African American and 
white counterparts.24 Low wages seemed to be another form of labor 
control. One employer testified that the agency told him that if they paid 
more “it might make [the workers] ‘flighty.’”25 The program was hardly a 


success. Half the household workers left before their contract was up. 
Alarming press reports suggested that the “girls” had turned to prostitution 
and that there was now a “displaced-persons” problem.2© Because of the 
growing publicity, the Puerto Rican Senate launched an investigation and 
halted the Castle, Barton and Associates contract-labor program.27 

In addition to private initiatives, there were government-sponsored 
programs. In 1947 the Puerto Rican Department of Labor launched the 
development project known as Operación Manos a La Obra, or Operation 
Bootstrap, designed to transform Puerto Rico from an agricultural economy 
to an industrial economy.2® Operation Bootstrap encouraged migration of 
working-class, unskilled, and rural Puerto Ricans to the mainland United 
States as a way to alleviate poverty and unemployment. The Migration 
Division trained workers, offered information about employment 
opportunities, organized contract-labor programs with assistance from the 
US Federal Division of Territories and Island Possessions, and launched a 
public relations campaign that touted the benefits of hiring Puerto Rican 
workers. They hoped, in part, to avoid the scandal associated with the 
recent recruitment efforts in Chicago. In 1948 the Puerto Rican government 
hired L. Frances Phillips, an African American woman, as assistant to the 
Puerto Rican commissioner of labor in New York and employment manager 
of the Metropolitan Household Offices of the New York State Department 
of Labor. She trained and placed Puerto Ricans in household jobs. Phillips 
had worked for the New York State Department of Labor since 1935 and 
was instrumental in trying to eliminate the “slave markets” of the 
Depression era by creating a registration and placement program for 
household workers. In 1948, the first twenty-one Puerto Rican workers 
were placed in homes in Scarsdale, an affluent community just north of 
New York City. Although the program was hailed as a solution to the 
shortage of domestic labor, the workers encountered numerous problems, 
much like the domestics in Chicago, including isolation, overwork, and a 
language barrier.29 

Despite the difficulties, hiring foreign domestic workers still appealed to 
employers. The benefits were evident in the documents of one employment 
agency. In 1967, the Frances Green Employment Agency, with offices in 
Maryland, New York, and Pennsylvania, promised “the services of an 
English-speaking South American or West Indian domestic.” The owners 
assured potential clients that they “go to South America and Jamaica every 


month to personally interview, select and approve all applicants” and 
offered to take care of all paperwork, such as obtaining a permanent work 
visa for the domestic. The three-page contract specified workers’ rights and 
responsibilities. They were expected to clean, do laundry, care for children, 
and cook, but not wash windows outside, shovel snow, wash cars, or 
garden. Workers were advised by the company: “In some homes you may 
be required to scrub a kitchen and/or bathroom the good old fashioned way 
on your hands and knees. Some employers feel that this is the only way to 
get all the corners, baseboard and floors clean. Since it is your employer’s 
home and she is paying you a good salary you are obligated to comply.” 22 
The agency suggested that on their days off, maids “go to church” and 
urged them to “choose your friends wisely.” They compiled a dossier for 
each worker with a photo, references, and “a questionnaire reflecting the 
applicant’s personality, attitude, intelligence and personal habits.” The 
agency promised clients a “one-year unconditional replacement 
guarantee.”2! The detailed contract of the Frances Green Employment 
Agency is revealing both for what it promised employers—hardworking, 
morally upstanding, and reliable employees—and its obvious attempt to 
discipline workers in both their social habits and work expectations. 

The Frances Green Agency’s target of “South American” and “West 
Indian” domestics reflected the growing interest in hiring women from the 
Caribbean. Caribbean women had a long history of immigration to the 
United States, but the number increased in the 1970s and 1980s. Mary 
McClendon experienced this firsthand. In 1970, the HWO in Detroit 
explained in its newsletter, Household Workers Employment News, the way 
Jamaican workers were exploited: “Some employers of household workers 
are hiring foreigners, such as Jamaicans. . . . The only real compensation 
that they receive is that they are allowed to stay in America. . . . The wages 
of the Jamaican ladies are so small it’s like robbing the helpless, and the 
contracts that they are expected to keep along with keeping their living 
quarters and duties again is slavery.”22 Many Caribbean women were 
employed in their countries of origin, although not necessarily as domestic 
workers, and migrated in search of economic opportunity as Caribbean 
nations experienced shrinking job opportunities, growing debt, and greater 
vulnerability to austerity policies imposed by agencies such as the 
International Monetary Fund. Some Caribbean women migrants who were 
mothers left their children in the care of friends or relatives and sent 


remittances back home. Those who brought children with them had to 
juggle their own child-care responsibilities while serving as a nanny for 
someone else. Although hired as “nannies,” Caribbean domestic workers 
were expected to do a great deal of housework as well. Immigrant 
Caribbean women may have been middle-class prior to their relocation and 
were shocked at their poor treatment, which was exacerbated in situations 
where employees were sponsored by or dependent upon employers for their 
green card or permanent residency status. According to scholar Shellee 
Colen, “The central issue discussed by all the women is the lack of respect 
shown to them by their employers.”2° 

The other growing group of domestic workers was Chicanas and 
Mexican immigrants, who had been an important low-wage workforce 
since the expansion of the US empire in the nineteenth century, especially 
in the Southwest. But new legal limits on Mexican migrants in 1965 fueled 
undocumented immigration because of the way in which migrants were 
increasingly criminalized for crossing the border without papers. Both 
Mexican Americans and Mexican immigrants, especially those labeled 
“illegal,” were vulnerable to abuse and exploitation.24 An employer’s guide, 
titled Your Maid from Mexico: A Home Training Course for Maids, 
published in 1959, indicated how Mexicans were viewed as desirable 
domestics. Several nonprofits operated to mitigate the negative impact. The 
International Institute of Los Angeles found that Mexican domestic workers 
were paid as little as thirty cents an hour. The director, Robert Armendariz, 
described the employment of Mexican immigrants as “coerced labor.” Bert 
Corona of the Autonomous Center for Social Action (CASA), a Los 
Angeles advocacy group that organized Mexican immigrants, explained: 
“These dowager ladies in society circles hire them to take care of their 
babies” so they can do charity and benefit work. “They want to help the 
poor but they are exploiting the poor at home.”35 

Immigrants, even undocumented immigrants, in this period were 
protected by US labor law. Only much later, in 1986, did it become illegal 
to hire undocumented workers, and almost twenty years after that, claims of 
unfair labor practices by undocumented workers began to be curtailed by 
the Supreme Court. But even in the period when they were entitled to make 
legal claims, undocumented workers were often unable to assert their rights 
because of their vulnerability. Employers had the power to report, or 
threaten to report, employees who lacked proper papers. Immigrants were 


sometimes unaware of US labor law, may not have been fluent in English, 
and had few support networks in their communities. Grace Gil Olivarez, 
Chicana activist and chairman of the National Committee on Household 
Employment, explains: “If you’re very low on the economic ladder, if you 
have only one skill, you don’t protest. You have no options in the event the 
protest backfires.” 

The periodic turn to immigrant domestic workers is one iteration in a 
long history of racialized labor practices that sought to address the shortage 
of cheap domestic workers and problem of labor control. In the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the mammy stereotype cast 
African American women as ideal domestic servants. Isabel Eaton, who 
wrote a report on domestic work as part of W. E. B. Du Bois’s classic 1899 
study, The Philadelphia Negro, found that employers in the city believed 
that African Americans were “industrious” and “a great deal better workers 
and decidedly better cooks than the whites.”37 Other groups in this period 
also experienced racialization through paid domestic labor. Chinese men 
were constructed as servile and emasculated and therefore good workers, 
and Irish Catholic women were deemed unrefined, rebellious, and in need 
of training in household labor.2® While the particular situation of black 
domestic workers was distinctive—most obviously because African 
Americans were not voluntary migrants—employers constructed both 
African American and immigrant domestic workers as racially different, 
rendering them invisible and justifying low pay and poor working 
conditions. 

As the demographics changed, so too did ideas about race and domestic 
labor. In part because of civil rights and domestic-worker-rights activism, 
by the 1970s African Americans were increasingly viewed as “uppity,” 
difficult to control, demanding, and lazy. Essence reported in 1974: “Black 
household workers are banding together to demand improvements. They are 
becoming more militant and less inclined to settle for crumbs.” NCHE 
recognized the shift, stating in one report: “Many employers would rather 
hire a white or oriental alien—legal or illegal—than a black U.S. citizen.”29 
African American women, no longer the ideal mammy, were now 
reconstructed in popular discourse as the lazy welfare recipient. In contrast, 
immigrants, it was believed, were malleable, controllable, and exploitable. 
Native-born whites and Europeans—who were always highly sought after 
—and new immigrants became the preferred household workers, imbued 


with their own racialized stereotypes about what made them good workers. 
Want ads for household workers frequently specified “European preferred” 
or “Oriental preferred.”4° 

Reliance on immigrant workers and the ways in which certain groups of 
women were characterized as ideal domestic workers illustrates how the 
politics of race informed the occupation. Domestic work produced ideas 
about race as much as it reflected them.4! In the 1940s, for example, Puerto 
Rican women were perceived as having qualities that made them inherently 
suited for domestic work. Stories of Puerto Rican women as good maids 
appeared in the popular press. A 1949 New York Times article suggested 
that despite poverty and overcrowded conditions, Puerto Rican women 
were “instinctively tidy.”42 Caribbean women in the 1980s were 
characterized as being clean, well-educated, and having a good work ethic. 
By the early part of the twenty-first century, however, as other groups of 
immigrant women became available, there was growing concern that 
Jamaican women were “too aggressive.”43 Latina women were especially 
valued for their ability to speak Spanish and believed to be more nurturing 
nannies. Filipino women were seen as hardworking, respectful, and 
compliant. These racial ideas didn’t describe innate traits, or even cultural 
patterns. Rather they justified, in the employer’s mind, why particular 
groups of women at particular moments in time might serve as good 
household workers. And, as was the case for African American women, 
they could be easily redefined. The ways in which different groups of 
people enter and exit household labor illuminate the centrality of race 
relations in shaping and transforming domestic work and the malleability of 
worker stereotypes. 


“THE SAME VICIOUS CYCLE OVER AND OVER” 


Domestic-worker organizers like Josephine Hulett and Geraldine Miller saw 
their core constituency as African American women. But from the outset, 
they grappled with the question of immigrant domestic workers and were 
committed to creating a racially inclusive organization. Things did not 
always go smoothly, as was clear in 1970, as NCHE, which at that time was 
led by middle-class reformers, was about to launch the Household 
Technicians of America. Elva Ruiz, a Mexican American staff member of 
NCHE, issued a press release, signed by several Mexican American 


organizations, criticizing the organization for its inattention to the needs of 
the Mexican American community. The NCHE called the release 
“inaccurate” and “slanderous” and fired Ruiz shortly after that.44 This 
difficult beginning, however, may have prompted the organization to think 
more about issues of racial diversity. The next year, the HTA board of 
directors, at one of its first meetings, discussed how to contact white, 
Chicana, and Native American household workers, proposed to write a 
pamphlet in Spanish, and decided to invite underrepresented constituencies 
to join the board.4° In 1971, Edith Sloan reached out to Francisca Flores, a 
Chicana activist in Los Angeles and editor of the magazine Carta Editorial. 
Flores prioritized issues of low-income Mexican American women and, in 
1972, formed the Chicana Service Action Center. In her letter, Sloan 
explained the HTA’s desire to work with Chicanas: “We are very much 
interested in increasing the participation of Chicanos in all facets of 
NCHE?’s operations.” The formation of the HTA, she suggested, “makes the 
immediate identification and inclusion of workers from the Mexican 
American community of the utmost concern to us.” The NCHE, she 
explained, was considering sponsoring an Autumn Southwest Regional 
Conference on Household Employment, “the bulk of whose participants 
will be either American Indians or Mexican Americans.”4° In 1973, the 
NCHE translated the Code of Standards, Model Contract, and pamphlet on 
“How to Organize Household Workers” into Spanish.47 In addition, the 
NCHE Western Regional field officer, Curt Moody, in 1973 developed an 
ongoing relationship with Ding Ho, a household training program for 
Chinese-speaking women in San Francisco. Ding Ho never became an 
NCHE affiliate, but did collaborate with the organization, and its members 
attended some national conferences.48 

It is not clear that anything tangible resulted from these efforts. The 
sentiment was significant nonetheless. Organizers in the NCHE and HTA 
understood immigration issues and racial division as complicating their 
effort to better the status of domestic workers. Curt Moody wrote to Edith 
Sloan about the situation in southern California: “Families seeking slave 
labor are importing and hiring Mexican Nationals at the rate of $25.00 per 
week with no benefits.”49 Geraldine Miller also explained employer 
preference for an immigrant workforce: “Immigrants were coming in and 
[employers] were hiring them instead of the African American because they 
were cheap labor and they could get by with it. You know, they could 


threaten the woman with deportation and they can’t threaten us, we’d a 
been threatened already, and we’re still here.”°9 In outlining its priorities in 
1976, the NCHE reflected on the complicated problem of immigration, 
including the perceived reluctance of immigrants to defend their rights: 
“When household workers are trying to improve their working conditions 
and pay, unfair competition from illegal aliens is a serious problem .. . 
immigrants working illegally undermine our efforts to improve pay and 
working conditions because their illegal status makes them afraid to 
complain to their employers or to seek help from any government 
agency.”51 

The NCHE saw the influx of immigrant domestic workers as altering the 
balance of supply and demand and giving greater leverage to employers. 
The availability of immigrant workers and the reluctance of those workers 
to claim their rights, in many ways, undermined the substance of the FLSA. 
A 1975 NCHE study concluded that “employers in many areas offered 
wages well below the legally established minimum wage, and. . . these 
employers could easily obtain persons willing to work for less than the law 
demands.”°2 Anita Shelton, executive director of the NCHE, explained in 
March 1976 before the annual convention, “Thus it becomes an employer’s 
market and a worker’s nightmare.”°3 “The rule of supply and demand, 
which governs the production and sale of apples and oranges, automobiles 
and motorboats, or stocks and bonds,” she argued, “cannot be allowed to 
apply to human beings and their labor.” And she promised that the NCHE 
would “see that household workers take their rightful place in the economy 
and society.”°4 

Despite the way that immigration empowered employers and weakened 
the bargaining position of domestic workers, the leaders of the NCHE 
refused to buy into the larger discourse circulating about deportation. 
Domestic workers’ advocates could have taken a xenophobic position. They 
did not. NCHE’s “Program Priorities,’ adopted and ratified in 1976, 
declared: “Humanly, it is hard to say that illegal aliens in great numbers 
should be deported so that US citizens can have their jobs.”55 It also 
committed the organization to bringing into the fold the new immigrants: 
“We will make special efforts to expand the Committee to include the 
national groups most affected by household employment issues, e.g., 
Spanish-speaking, Caribbean and Vietnamese groups.”°° Carolyn Reed was 
also a stalwart supporter of cross-race cooperation and considered ways to 


bring nonblack women into the organization: “In household work, it is not 
just Black women that are being exploited, and how do I set up an 
atmosphere so that white women will feel comfortable about coming into 
the organization. The only way that I can do that is by example of what we 
do, as an organization, and how we set it up. How do we get more Hispanic 
women who are doing it to feel comfortable within the organization. The 
only way that I can do that is by example—and saying, ‘Okay. Why don’t I 
take the effort to do this newsletter in English and in Spanish?’”97 

By the late 1970s, the HTA had established a few more immigrant 
affiliates. In Washington, DC, the Asociación Internacional de Tecnicas del 
Hogar (International Association of Household Technicians) emerged out of 
the Spanish Catholic Center in 1977. Sister Manuela, the nun who ran the 
center, spoke highly of Carolyn Reed, but also believed “our problem is 
more complicated” because many of the two hundred members worked for 
diplomats and were live-ins.°? These employers had diplomatic immunity, 
which made protecting workers against labor law violations very difficult. 
As the Sister explained, workers in her organization struggled for “the right 
to not be a prisoner in the employer’s home.”°? In another case, Carolyn 
Reed trained Haitian refugee women as household technicians and taught 
them their rights “as a way of helping Haitian women in New York City get 
jobs to help them become self-sufficient and financially independent— 
making the way for a better life.” She wanted to ensure their “ability to 
function properly in their new home by knowing their rights and getting 
paid for what they are worth.”6° The HTA’s and NCHE’s concerted effort to 
reach out to immigrant workers reflected an awareness that the constraints 
of the occupation were similar regardless of ethnic and racial background or 
citizenship status. And this extended beyond national borders. The HTA had 
an ongoing relationship with organized domestic workers in South Africa. 
After a visit with Madame Leila Tutu of the Domestic Workers Project of 
South Africa in 1982, the organization wrote in the newsletter, “We found 
that household workers in their country had much in common with workers 
here in the United States.”6! So even though household-worker organizers 
rooted their analyses in the particular racial history of African Americans, 
they were able to transcend the particularity of their experiences and make, 
or attempt to make, connections with other workers. 

In a draft article for Ms. magazine in 1972 that was later revised and 
published, Josephine Hulett wrote about the cross-racial experience of 


household work: “The problems are similar for the 1.5 million people 
engaged in this field, the Blacks, the Chicanas, the white ethnics.”62 She 
recounted going to a meeting where a Chicana worker explained that every 
Monday morning she was given for lunch the “doggy” bag from the 
employer’s Saturday night out. She told of an Italian American household 
worker who had never received a paid vacation. Geraldine Miller similarly 
drew parallels between African American migrants from the South and 
immigrant workers from abroad. “I feel as though these people are being 
brought in as a workforce to be exploited, as we were to begin with. It’s the 
same vicious cycle over and over again regardless of where the person is 
coming from whether it’s out of the country or from the South and if they 
don’t know their rights then they’re going to be exploited.”®3 By embracing 
undocumented immigrant workers, household-worker activists expressed an 
understanding that labor rights were not confined to those with formal 
citizenship. Their vision was one in which all domestic workers, regardless 
of legal status, would be equally rewarded for their labor. 

Bringing together household workers of different racial backgrounds 
proved to be a tough task. In early 1974, Washington, DC, Household 
Technicians reported a “certain degree of latent animosity” between the 
immigrant household workers and the native-born household workers. 
Despite hopes that the two groups would “work harmoniously together,” the 
Jamaican leadership of the group concluded that “maintaining a truly bi- 
cultural organization may be unrealistic and impossible.”®4 Geraldine Miller 
acknowledged the lack of real integration in the movement: “If we had 
more groups of various nationalities fighting for the same thing, I think that 
we’d be much further along, but as it is, it’s been the black woman fighting 
for the rights of household workers when there are many Irish women, 
many Polish women . . .”65 Despite the difficulty of bringing African 
American and immigrant workers together as household technicians, the 
HTA’s strategy was politically important because it illustrates the 
commitment to interracial organizing on the part of African American 
domestic workers. As the organization outlined in a press release in 1978: 
“It is in low-paying jobs that brown and black women are pitted against 
each other by unscrupulous employers thereby creating an employer’s 
market because the workers have no means of uniting for mutual benefit.” 
They believed there was potential for domestic workers of whatever racial, 
cultural, or linguistic background to find common cause as workers. 


Similarly, Geraldine Roberts was committed to supporting and working 
with women of all backgrounds: “We have attorneys standing by that we 
can contact at any time if we discover any domestic employees whether 
she’s a member here or not that’s been abused. Whether she’s from an 
island or from Europe. It doesn’t make any difference. If she’s been abused 
we immediately become concerned, and begin to do something and take 
actions immediately on this.”®7 


BUILDING BRIDGES AMONG “PRACTICAL WORKERS” 


In addition to reaching out to domestic workers of all racial, ethnic, and 
national backgrounds, the NCHE launched campaigns that more broadly 
addressed low-wage women’s work. In 1975 the organization planned a 
testimonial, “‘Speak-Out for Economic Justice’: Poor Women in the 
Economy,” before a congressional panel that included, among others, 
Representative Shirley Chisholm of New York, Senator Alan Cranston of 
California, and Representative Yvonne Brathwaite Burke of Los Angeles. 
As NCHE explained: “The purpose of the Speak-Out is to focus public 
attention on the deplorable situation of women who are left out of the 
mainstream of the nation’s economic concerns and are confined to the 
backwaters of the country’s economic and social life.” The event brought 
together “women workers who have been particularly hard hit by the 
economic recession coupled with inflation.”68 Domestic workers, sugarcane 
cutters, farm workers, hotel workers, office workers, cafeteria workers, and 
hospital workers testified. Phoenix resident Antonia Diaz, for example, 
spoke of waitresses earning only a dollar an hour, and female farm workers 
who “during the rainy season . . . cannot work and have no compensation at 
all.” Gil Foon Hong, a fifty-seven-year-old San Francisco household worker 
and widowed mother of six from Hong Kong, spoke about her low pay and 
lack of benefits. In 1974, she joined the Ding Ho Housekeeping Training 
program. Speaking through a translator, she stated, “If my employer decides 
to take three months in the summer for a vacation, I don’t get paid. I’m out 
of a job for three months. ... I am a woman. . . . I don’t know English, I’m 
too old to learn a new skill.”©9 Edith Sloan, in her keynote address, 
lamented the declining status of these workers in a tight labor market and 
the ways in which their concerns were neglected: “Those in the heady 
world of economics tell us that it’s what’s on the bottom line that counts. 


They are wrong, we are the bottom line and, clearly we don’t count.”7° Two 
years later, in 1977, NCHE made the theme of its fifth national conference 
in Charlotte, North Carolina, a “Practical Workers’ Congress,” which 
included household technicians, hotel and restaurant employees, porters, 
school aides, health aides, migrant workers, and janitors. The conference 
was deemed a “national salute to the practical workers of America, who are 
the backbone of the American economy.”7! 

Household workers’ embrace of other low-wage women workers was a 
strategic move that enabled domestic workers to build coalitions, but it also 
represented a critical perspective about “women’s issues” at a moment 
when feminism was gaining worldwide currency. In 1975 the United 
Nations declared the first International Women’s Year and dubbed 1976-85 
the United Nations Decade for Women. Edith Barksdale Sloan and 
Josephine Hulett attended, and Sloan presented on a plenary on Women and 
Trade Unions at the 1975 international gathering in Mexico City. Two years 
later twenty thousand women gathered in Houston to develop a US National 
Plan of Action around the UN Declarations. NCHE participated in that 
convening and endorsed the plan, but had some criticisms. “NCHE firmly 
supports the 26 planks of the National Plan of Action for the International 
Decade for Women . . . but also believes the National Plan does not 
effectively represent the interests of the nation’s low income women.” In 
1978 the organization issued its own “Low Income Woman’s International 
Woman’s Year Action Plan” endorsed by the NCHE national membership. 
It agreed on the need “to end discrimination based on sex” but also wanted 
to “restate, expand upon, and supplement the recommendations” and 
consider the “special impact upon low income women .. . [who] bear the 
triple jeopardies of sex, poverty, and ethnicity.” NCHE suggested that 
including the problems of disability, rural residence, age, child care, and 
health would deepen the analysis of “women’s issues.”72 

Domestic workers’ alliance with other low-wage workers opened up a 
dialogue between domestic workers and other workers who were also 
outside the mainstream of labor organizing and had been denied basic labor 
protections. By building an alliance among marginalized workers, the 
NCHE highlighted the bigger gulf between less privileged and more 
privileged workers, between those who were unionized and those who were 
not. It also spoke to the growing importance of low-wage women service 
workers in a deindustrializing economy. The DC Household Technicians 


changed its name to the DC Professional Service Workers Association, with 
the motto: “Working to better the lives of all unorganized workers in service 
occupations.””3 Drawing attention to the way in which low-wage women 
workers had difficulty making ends meet for themselves and their families, 
it overturned assumptions that women workers were “secondary earners” 
who didn’t play a substantial role in supporting the family. This alliance of 
low-wage workers foreshadowed efforts in the first part of the twenty-first 
century to form a national coalition, an “Excluded Workers Congress” (later 
renamed the United Workers Congress)—taxi drivers, domestic workers, 
restaurant workers, guest workers, farm workers, and formerly incarcerated 
workers—that built bridges among workers in different occupations outside 
the formal labor movement. 


“New WORLD DOMESTIC ORDER” 


The institutional legacy of the NCHE and the HTA was relatively short 
lived. The HTA never achieved the independence it hoped for, and over 
time its goals and leadership merged with the NCHE. In 1975 the NCHE 
became a membership organization for household workers and constituted a 
new board made up of household workers. This change was an 
acknowledgment of the ineffectiveness of HTA to operate independently 
but also reflected the new orientation of the NCHE as an organization run 
and represented by workers.”4 But even the NCHE was unable to sustain 
itself, encountering difficulties with fund-raising and administration. In 
1976, Edith Sloan left the organization and Josephine Hulett was let go as 
field officer because of financial constraints. That year, the Ford 
Foundation, the primary financial backer of the NCHE, insisted that its 
grant be handled through a third party because of the organization’s 
inability to raise funds from other sources. The NCHE board voted to 
affiliate with the National Urban League, a move of desperation considered 
“the only way to save the organization.””5 The membership of NCHE stood 
at ten thousand in 1980—still substantial, but well below its peak a few 
years earlier. 

By the time the formal movement of household workers began to wane, 
the occupation had shifted dramatically since the early twentieth century, 
when “Mammy” reigned as the most recognizable domestic worker. Annie 
Love, household worker and head of the Miami Household Technicians, 


testified about this change: “Back not so long ago we worked just like 
slaves. They always made us use a separate plate and fork to eat from and a 
separate glass to drink out of. It was degrading. Now I tell our women they 
have a profession to be proud of. We provide an important, necessary 
service—no different from a secretary. We expect to be treated no different 
than any employer would treat any employee.”7© It is hard to quantify 
exactly how much domestic-worker organizing can be credited for this 
transformation. Undoubtedly, broader economic and political trends, from 
consumer innovations to changing household structure, account for some of 
the changes in the status of household workers. Nevertheless, by the end of 
the 1970s a very different sensibility about African American household 
workers had entered the public consciousness. 

Perhaps this was most evident with the hugely popular television sitcom 
The Jeffersons, which originally aired in 1975. The show centered on an 
affluent African American couple and their outspoken and wisecracking 
African American household worker, Florence. In one episode Florence 
decides to form a union, “The United Sisterhood of Household 
Technicians,” advocating for health insurance, higher wages, paid sick days, 
and pension plans for the racially diverse group of women working in the 
building. The Jeffersons are good employers, and when Florence seeks to 
have a meeting at their apartment, Louise Jefferson, a former maid herself, 
is fully supportive. Her husband, George, initially reluctant, is won over 
when a white employer insults Louise as she explains the importance of the 
union. So, both the racial politics of domestic work and household workers’ 
need for labor protection and rights take center stage in this episode, in 
many ways reflecting the orientation of the HTA. Marla Gibbs, the actress 
who played Florence on The Jeffersons, was an ally of household workers. 
She attended the 1978 NCHE annual conference in Washington, DC, and 
was honored at a special Saturday-evening banquet.”” And whereas Alice 
Childress was a member of the black left writing for a largely black 
audience in the 1950s, The Jeffersons was a mainstream show on network 
television, enjoyed by people of all racial backgrounds. Perhaps, more than 
anything else, the episode about household workers forming a union 
illustrates how popular perceptions of black household workers had shifted 
so dramatically in a period when race relations were being redefined. 

In addition to contributing to new attitudes about household workers, the 
significance of the movement in the 1970s was its distinctive model of 


organizing. Poor African American women who overcame obstacles of 
inadequate education and limited opportunity were committed to organizing 
poor women of all racial backgrounds for dignity and justice. Moreover, 
they had a sense that their struggle was not about them as individuals, but 
about a larger movement for change. Geraldine Roberts explained years 
later her views of leadership: “An individual should not be the life of an 
organization or be the life of the people . . . if it was just Geraldine Roberts 
then the cease of my activities would mean the organization would be 
over.”78 Similarly, Carolyn Reed discussed stepping back from her role as 
leader in the movement in order to give someone else a chance: “I never 
want things to be centered around an individual, but I see some people who 
won’t let go—the Roy Wilkins complex.”79 

The domestic-worker-rights movement holds other lessons for labor 
organizers. Mainstream approaches to union organizing established in the 
early twentieth century were premised on a worker’s long-term association 
with a single employer, often in the manufacturing sector. The decline in 
manufacturing—a process that began in the 1950s but accelerated in the 
1970s—the rise of the service sector, increasing women’s employment, and 
a greater reliance on immigrant labor transformed employment. And the 
mainstream labor movement was not well equipped to address the needs of 
this new workforce. As powerful as the mid-twentieth-century labor- 
organizing models were, they were less effective at mobilizing a workforce 
of women service workers in nontraditional settings. 

The domestic workers’ rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s 
prefigured a model of labor organizing that would go on to become one of 
the most promising strategies of the labor movement. African American 
domestic workers’ approach to organizing—their use of public spaces as 
recruiting venues, one-on-one negotiation, legislation that would protect all 
workers, not only those who were organized, a focus on women of color, 
the inclusion of workers of diverse nationalities and legal statuses, and push 
for professionalization—spoke to the specific realities of their occupation. 
Household labor, where work was always uncertain and labor protections 
minimal, foretold the shifting realities of a new economy that was not yet 
full blown. As other forms of employment emulated the character of 
domestic work—with its lack of security, uneven benefits, and largely 
women-of-color workforce—the models of organizing pioneered by 
African American women in the 1960s and 1970s became increasingly 


important. HTA’s victories and the changing political landscape put the 
domestic workers’ rights movement on the cusp of a new era, one in which 
they were unable to flourish. But their closing epilogue would become the 
prologue for a new generation of activists. 

Contrary to public declarations about the inevitable demise of domestic 
work in the 1970s, the occupation began to expand in the 1990s. The new 
norm of the dual-earner household in conjunction with neoliberal economic 
restructuring created a “crisis of social reproduction” that resulted in fewer 
institutional supports for care work and household responsibilities. 
Declining public support for single mothers, fewer preschool and after- 
school programs, cuts in health programs, and limited elder-care programs, 
made day-to-day living more taxing. And many families relied on hiring 
someone to assist with household chores and caring for those needing 
assistance. These broad economic trends—women’s employment outside 
the home, declining state support for families, and lower wages—which hit 
most Americans hard, were mitigated by the employment of low-wage 
workers who could help maintain a semblance of domestic social order. 
With their help, the basic tenets of the nuclear family could remain intact. 

Neoliberal restructuring also led to economic impoverishment in Third 
World countries. Markets were flooded with cheap foreign products, which 
undermined local industry. International Monetary Fund (IMF) policies 
demanded cutbacks in state services. And large-scale World Bank 
development projects resulted in massive displacement of poor and rural 
populations. Immigrants came to the US from a wide range of places 
including the Philippines, the Indian subcontinent, Mexico, Indonesia, 
Brazil, and Central America. The abundance of low-wage immigrant labor 
inhibited state-based or even market-based solutions to the problems of who 
would clean the house and take care of the kids, resulting in what Pierrette 
Hondagneu-Sotelo has called the “new world domestic order.”8° 

These new immigrant domestic workers, like the earlier generation of 
workers, didn’t remain silent. They came together outside the formal labor 
movement, often in community- or neighborhood-based associations or 
workers centers to challenge the conditions under which they labored.81 
Barbara Young is one of these women. Born Barbara Cumberbatch in 
Barbados in 1947, she, her parents, brother, and two sisters were tenants on 
a plantation. Upon finishing high school, she took a hotel training course 
and worked as a hotel maid and in a knitting factory. Then she landed a 


well-paid position with the state-run Barbados Transport Board as a bus 
conductor, collecting money from passengers and totaling receipts at the 
end of the day. She worked for the board for twenty years, but was laid off 
in 1992 after the IMF mandated, through its structural adjustment policies, 
that government services be cut back and conductors replaced by fare 
boxes. Young received unemployment for a while, but found it hard to pay 
for her house and support her three children.82 

The following year, in 1993, Young went to New York hoping to find a 
job. In her Queens neighborhood, she met a Jamaican woman employed in 
a hospital who told her about a patient being discharged and needing a 
caretaker. Young worked forty-five to fifty hours a week for $250 a week. 
She received no benefits and no paid overtime. Her second job, which she 
got through an agency, was a live-in nanny position on Long Island for 
$225. For seven years, she cleaned, cared for two children, did laundry, and 
cooked. Young was on duty in the evenings when the couple went out, and 
thus had no guaranteed time to herself. Her salary eventually increased to 
$370. Her next job, which she started in 2001, was in Tribeca. Young slept 
in the same room with the baby and got up at night when the child needed 
soothing, essentially working twenty-four hours a day. She also cleaned and 
did the child’s laundry. Her pay: $500 a week. Young worked for the family 
for only ten months before they moved. But it was at this job that she first 
learned of Domestic Workers United (DWU), a newly formed New York 
City-based rights group for household workers. 

Young was in a park with the child she cared for when another household 
worker, Erline Brown, approached her. Erline had a stack of newsletters 
from DWU and told her about a training session being offered at Hunter 
College. Barbara politely declined, saying that she didn’t need training. 
Erline persisted, explaining that through the session Barbara could earn a 
CPR certificate. Barbara was convinced. When she attended her first DWU 
meeting in Brooklyn, made up largely of women from the Caribbean, she 
explained: “People were telling the stories about the work that they were 
doing, not getting vacation, not getting paid for holidays. It was the first 
time I was hearing stories from workers coming together.” One woman, for 
example, explained that she didn’t get holidays on Labor Day, the Fourth of 
July, or Thanksgiving. Her employer told her that these were “American” 
holidays, and since she is not “American,” she was expected to work. “It 
was heartbreaking to hear. All of those stories . . . was very, very painful to 


listen to and to hear people one after the other.” DWU mobilized women of 
different racial, ethnic, linguistic, and national backgrounds, women from 
Central America, the Philippines, and South Asia, as well as women from 
Africa. Despite the diverse origins, all the stories seemed to resonate with 
one another. As Barbara Young put it: “Some people had different stories 
but similar stories.” 

Although this was Young’s first foray into household-worker organizing, 
she had a history of labor organizing. Almost all her jobs in Barbados were 
unionized and she served as a grievance officer in the Barbados Workers 
Union. In addition, while employed for the bus company, she attended a 
three-week residential college course on labor history and organizing, 
which provided her with an intellectual background that would serve her 
well as she became involved in DWU. 

In those early DWU meetings, Young learned about the history of the 
occupation and made a link between the history of slavery and the 
exclusions of household workers from labor protections: “The work that 
domestic workers were doing in the home . . . working for the slave masters 
and farm laborers were working in the fields. And these were the two 
categories of workers that were excluded from labor protections in this 
country.” All leaders of DWU were required to take a leadership course, 
which covered the history of African Americans, Irish immigrants, and 
Mexican Americans as household workers.®3 The history enabled Young to 
place her struggle in a broader historical context, understand how different 
women experienced the occupation, but also recognize the continuities. 
“This is a different era... but people . . . are still working in slave-like 
conditions.” 

Young and other DWU organizers also took note of and were inspired by 
the history of organizing. The contemporary struggle for domestic-worker 
rights draws on historical examples to build a movement of household 
workers. As Young explained: “We looked back on the history of domestic 
worker organizing. . . . We learned of the success of Dorothy Bolden in 
Atlanta.” Those earlier instances of organizing “gave me hope that we 
would eventually succeed. We even look back as far as Rosa Parks... . The 
resistance of Rosa Parks gives us strength. .. . It was a movement behind 
her that caused her to say, well, this is enough.”®4 

Young was hired by the National Domestic Workers Alliance (NDWA) in 
March 2011 as a full-time organizer. NDWA formed in 2007 when thirteen 


local domestic-workers’ rights groups—including DWU—came together to 
establish a national organization. Young provides support for local chapters 
and serves as a liaison with the national organization. Today she is one of 
the leaders, traveling around the world to share the work of the National 
Domestic Workers Alliance. She went to Amsterdam for an international 
gathering of domestic workers rights groups and to Geneva, Switzerland, to 
advocate for the 2011 International Labor Organization’s Convention on 
Domestic Work. The convention established global standards for household 
labor, such as a written agreement of terms of employment, freedom from 
discrimination, violence, and harassment, collective bargaining rights, 
abolition of child labor, and decent working and living conditions. 
Countries that ratify the convention are obligated to enforce it, although 
only a handful of countries have thus far ratified. 

Like their predecessors, household workers in the twenty-first century 
adopted distinctive organizing strategies rooted in their particular social 
location. Local groups very often emerged out of ethnic and community- 
based organizations. They reached out to other workers in public spaces and 
advocated legislative protections or “bills of rights” for household workers. 
They drew public attention to egregious violations of the rights of workers 
to shame employers and insisted on model contracts and detailed 
agreements about rights and responsibilities. And they organized employers 
as well as employees. Storytelling was an important component of their 
strategies: As Ai-Jen Poo, the executive director of the National Domestic 
Workers Alliance, explained in 2010: Organizing “taught us the ways in 
which workers’ stories can play a crucial role in drawing people into a 
struggle.”85 Because domestic workers still lack the right to organize and 
bargain collectively, are often not paid minimum wage, have few benefits, 
work in precarious occupations with little job security, and in many cases 
have multiple employers, they have come to signify the prototype of the 
modern-day worker. Their employment conditions and circumstances 
resemble what an increasing number of working people—both men and 
women—are experiencing. And to the extent that that is true, both their 
example and that of the earlier generation of organizers offer instruction on 
how workers can begin to tackle and transform this new political climate.®° 


HIsTORY AND ORGANIZING 


History has always been important in the struggle for domestic workers’ 
rights. As the struggle of the 1970s illustrates, the family lore passed down 
in household workers’ families, the collective memory crafted from African 
American women’s history, and workers’ shared personal histories 
facilitated the development of a mass movement. If their personal 
experiences were the building blocks of the movement, the process of 
sharing, of storytelling, was the cement that fused those blocks into a larger 
whole. Stories of the “slave markets,” stories of Rosa Parks, and stories of 
struggle and empowerment circulated among household workers in the 
1970s. By 1980, the NCHE began to more consciously acknowledge the 
importance of the history of organizing among household workers and 
embrace the example of working-class black women’s resistance. These 
household workers seemed acutely aware of the historical significance of 
their organizing and how it fit into a broader trajectory of activism among 
domestic workers. In addition, as the academic field of black women’s 
history emerged, they attempted to shape the larger narrative and carve out 
a space for a distinctive working-class perspective on African American 
women. Although not scholars, they claimed and had an investment in 
scholarly interventions. 

The powerful example of Rosa Parks that inspired Georgia Gilmore and 
Dorothy Bolden continued to resonate with household workers. Anita 
Shelton, in her executive director’s report in 1976, invoked the model of 
Rosa Parks: “May I recall for you the name of a pioneer in the movement, 
Rosa Parks, who one day . . . decided she just was not going to move to the 
back of the bus anymore. On that day, that one woman by a single act 
breathed a new life into the civil rights movement. And beyond that, she 
gave women of whatever color everywhere, a new dimension. Had it not 
been for Rosa Parks, some of us may still be satisfied being one husband 
away from poverty.” Shelton analyzed Parks’s struggle through a feminist 
lens and went on to draw a parallel between Parks’s bravery and a 
contemporary household worker, who in her mind exhibited similar 
courage: “Jesse Mae Wooten is a household worker in Raleigh, N.C., who 
stood up for her rights to a minimum wage when her employer failed to pay 
her the rate she is entitled to by law. This past summer her employer was 
found guilty of violation of the Fair Labor Standards Act.”87 (Italics in the 
original.) 


In 1979 the NCHE appointed Carolyn Reed as its new executive director 
—the first time a domestic worker had ever held this position. One of 
Reed’s first projects in this role was to present a formal history of African 
American women and household labor. Reed was well positioned to do so, 
as her organizational work increasingly intersected with the emerging field 
of women’s history. In November 1979 the National Council of Negro 
Women (NCNW) organized a conference, directed by Bettye Collier- 
Thomas, entitled “Black Women: An Historical Perspective, The First 
National Scholarly Research Conference on Black Women.” During her 
presentation at the conference, Reed made a claim for inclusion of the 
voices of black working-class women and insisted that documentation 
needed to include “all women and all of the truth.” In 1979 a reporter 
observed of Reed: “Her reading about labor and social history combined 
with her background and experience . . . form [her] into a socialist of the 
oldest and most utopian of schools.”88 Coinciding with the conference was 
the opening of the Mary McLeod Bethune Memorial Museum, which 
housed the newly established National Archives for Black Women’s History 
in Washington, DC. It was around this time that Reed donated the papers of 
the NCHE to the National Archives for Black Women’s History.®9 

The NCNW conference was part of a growing attention to women’s 
history and black women’s history specifically as an area of scholarly study. 
Rosalyn Terborg-Penn, Angela Davis, Darlene Clark Hine, Sharon Harley, 
Paula Giddings, Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, among others, were writing 
about black women’s history and shaping it as a discipline. Just one month 
before the NCNW conference, the Association of Black Women Historians 
(ABWH) was formed, and Rosalyn Terborg-Penn served as the first 
national director for the first four years. The ABWH would become the 
most important institutional voice for black women’s history. 

In 1977 Reed and other household workers participated in a Sarah 
Lawrence College conference, “The Future of Housework.” Two years later 
Reed attended a two-week Institute on Women’s History at Sarah Lawrence 
College. The Sarah Lawrence Institute was an intensive learning experience 
—a crash course that included lectures, seminars, workshops, and 
independent study—designed to provide leaders of women’s organizations 
with a deeper understanding of women’s history. The goal was “to bridge 
the gap between the theory and practice of feminism.” Household workers 
were deeply interested in both the theory and practice of feminism. As 


Geraldine Miller explained: “Having a theory and doing something with it 
are two different things. . . . It’s the thinking about it, the theory, putting it 
down on paper, and doing nothing about it means nothing. But having a 
theory and then trying to see how it will work is different.”9° The forty-five 
attendees of the institute examined the history of families, sexuality, the 
domestic sphere, and collective action. At the conference, Reed met Bettye 
Collier-Thomas, Gerda Lerner, Barbara Omolade, Alice Kessler-Harris, and 
Amy Swerdlow, all of whom were considered pioneers in the field of 
women’s history. Participants of this conference, including Carolyn Reed, 
resolved to launch a National Women’s History Week to be celebrated in 
March. And after much persistence, the group succeeded when President 
Jimmy Carter signed a proclamation in 1980 declaring a National Women’s 
History Week.9! 

While she was at Sarah Lawrence, Carolyn Reed also met Bonita 
Johnson, a history graduate student. Johnson was deeply influenced by 
Gerda Lerner’s pathbreaking 1972 collection of primary source documents 
about African American women, Black Women in White America, which 
included an interview with Dorothy Bolden. Lerner had founded and was 
directing the master’s program in women’s history at Sarah Lawrence, the 
first of its kind. Lerner’s influence convinced Johnson that the history of 
household workers was central to the academic study of black women, and 
she subsequently enrolled in the Sarah Lawrence master’s program in 
women’s history. Reed and Johnson developed a collaborative relationship, 
with Reed helping her with her thesis on the history of household workers, 
but also suggesting ways for Johnson to contribute to the movement.92 Reed 
was thrilled about “meeting a person like Bonnie Johnson, who’s really into 
history, and saying to her, ‘Gee, I really want you to do a history project for 
us, because I feel it’s most important.’ And really having that sistership 
with her that has developed with working with her, so that I take her to 
conferences with me and let people hear her ideas about household work.”92 
Reed eventually recruited Johnson to launch an NCHE history project 
called “Our Right to Know.” 

“Our Right to Know” consciously integrated black women’s history of 
labor and resistance into current organizing efforts by both assuring the 
presence of household workers in black women’s history and thinking of 
history as a component of organizing. The project was designed in part to 
address the paucity of historical studies about household labor. As Johnson 


explained: “Until very recently, historians have ignored household 
employment as a topic of research. For the most part, women have been left 
out of history and women working in traditionally female occupations have 
been totally bypassed.” Examining that history brought value and respect to 
their work and also exposed the ways in which black working-class women 
had wielded power and agency as workers. Speaking before an NCHE 
advisory board meeting, Johnson stated, “I believe that every household 
worker has a right to know the part she has played in the history of the 
United States. Household workers have helped to build this nation.” 

Johnson opened the October 1980 NCHE national conference at 
Memphis State University with a lesson about African American women’s 
history and domestic labor. She encouraged the 125 attendees to share the 
stories of their mothers and grandmothers and advised them that “history 
can be used as an organizing tool.”94 Carolyn Reed underscored this point 
about family and community when she closed the conference. They were 
meeting, she noted, “not in some fancy Hyatt-Regency but where your roots 
are—in a church in the heart of Memphis’ black community.”9° The “Our 
Right to Know” project centered the experiences of African American 
household workers and hoped to “gather and record their own history,” 
including documents and photographs and “family stories passed down 
from generation to generation.” As Johnson had written in the 
organization’s newsletter just a couple of months earlier about the history 
project: “The most important part of the project are household workers 
themselves. Each and every technician has a lifetime of experiences that 
individually and collectively make up a rich history that deserves 
documentation. These life histories will draw a picture of household 
employment today. They will also connect us with our past and guide us in 
the future!”’96 


EPILOGUE 


I have often been asked why I chose to write about domestic workers. 
Certainly, part of the reason can be traced to my own family history. My 
great-grandmother worked as a domestic in South Africa for most of her 
life. My mother and grandmother both worked briefly as household laborers 
when they were young. My great-great-grandparents traveled as indentured 
servants from India to South Africa around the end of the nineteenth 
century. There was no written family history—not one of my grandparents 
was literate. So much of what I know about my history was passed down 
orally. 

It never occurred to me to ask my grandmother about her early work 
experience when she was alive. My father told me how, on her way to work 
in the home of a white South African family, she regularly passed by the 
home of the man who would become my grandfather. That commute was 
how they first met, leading to their eventual marriage. My mother told me 
stories about her own experience of growing up in apartheid South Africa. 
She attended school only through the eighth grade and then, as the oldest 
daughter, dropped out to care for her siblings and supplement the family 
income. Because her father’s wages from a job at a rubber factory were not 
enough to sustain the family, she washed clothes for a white family to help 
pay the school fees of her brothers. The patriarchal politics that privileged 
boys’ over girls’ education, as well as the racialized and gendered politics 
of apartheid that created this work opportunity, had long-term consequences 
for my mother. Not completing school was one of her biggest regrets. After 
coming to the United States and working in a factory for ten years to put my 
father through school, she finally upgraded to a part-time secretarial job, 
which enabled her to take classes at the local high school. 

Equally illuminating for me was the gendered division of labor that 
persisted throughout my childhood, which allocated the bulk of household 
chores to my mother, my sister, and me (a cycle I have broken in my own 


family, as my children and husband will attest). But perhaps more important 
was seeing how my mother came to value and respect all forms of labor 
through the various working-class jobs she held. Similarly, my aunt, who 
immigrated to the United States in the 1980s and has since worked as a 
“housecleaner,” as she calls herself, has always spoken positively of her 
work. So the dignity, the humanity, and the intelligence of the women I 
researched resonated with me because it mirrored the women in my family 
who labored in similar ways. 

In addition to my personal connections, I have intellectual reasons for 
writing about household labor. This book offers an incredibly powerful, 
little-known story about working-class African American women told 
through their own words. The history of household laborers is usually told 
from the perspective of employers or middle-class reformers. A key point in 
this book is self-representation, and the domestic-worker activists profiled 
here offer a trove of information, through firsthand accounts of their 
perceptions of domestic work and their aspirations for rights. But these 
stories are not unmediated. The archival material consists of oral histories, 
interviews, newspaper clippings, public appearances, organizational papers, 
and legislative documents. Domestic workers didn’t write extensively or 
collect an abundance of material that historians might consider important. 
But the stories that the movement generated offer us a rare window into the 
lives and sentiments of these workers. 

In writing about domestic-worker organizing, I have limited my focus to 
African American women because it was African American women who 
were at the forefront of these campaigns. In addition, the stories of black 
domestic workers gained currency in the early 1970s in part because the 
struggle for black freedom dominated the political landscape. But my 
emphasis on African American women is also a reflection of the sources 
that have been preserved in the public domain, the stories that were retold 
by journalists, and the ones that resonated in popular culture. The 
overwhelming quantity of material on African American women may stem 
from the fact that, given the historical moment, the occupation was closely 
associated with the struggle for racial equality and presented one path to 
achieving racial justice. 

Although rich sources are available, there are also gaps and unanswered 
questions. Because of the nature of historical documentation, our 
knowledge of these women’s lives remains incomplete. There is a profound 


silence around the issue of sexual harassment, abuse, and rape, for example. 
We know from other research that sexual abuse was a widespread problem 
in the occupation of domestic service, where employees confined to their 
employers’ domestic spaces were often vulnerable. Yet I have found little 
evidence of workers who advocated reform of the occupation raising the 
issue of sexual violence. Perhaps that’s because in telling their stories, they 
refused to be seen or represent themselves as victims. The discussions of 
victimhood as it related to domestic work often lay, for them, in the past— 
in the lives of their mothers and grandmothers, on the street corners of New 
York in the 1930s. They were not victims seeking compensation. They were 
a new generation of workers deserving of and demanding their rights. 

A major theme of this book is storytelling as a political strategy and form 
of activism. I focus on the stories that domestic workers told about their 
own history or their remembered history to help construct and make sense 
of their present. Storytelling became a means of building community, 
motivating participation, and shaping political perspectives; and storytelling 
is, of course, intimately tied to history, since it is those stories we remember 
or choose to remember that we tell. Storytelling became a way to construct 
the past and convey ideas. I found activists’ use of storytelling to be 
strategic. The significance of these narratives has less to do with objectivity 
and truth than with their explanatory power—their ability to express 
women’s sense of themselves and their current predicaments. So their 
stories are not simply interesting to read, but reflective of a particular 
moment. For the women I write about, what they remembered became a 
form of action and a way to disrupt conventional wisdom and construct new 
identities. 

My academic training has forced me to think critically about history and 
the way history is told. All historians are storytellers. We decide to tell 
some stories and not others—albeit according to a set of criteria different 
from that of political actors. The stories I tell as a historian are influenced in 
part by gaps in the literature—narratives that marginalize and mute the 
voices of working-class women, archival material that has been accessed by 
only a handful of scholars, and circumscribed ideological categories that 
shape how we understand historical periods. 

Since entering the academy, I have been drawn to a social justice 
approach to writing and teaching, meaning that I gravitate to topics that 
have relevance to ordinary people. I try to offer perspectives that are less 


likely to be a part of the academic or popular discourse—perspectives that I 
believe will enrich, rather than supplant, how issues are discussed. This also 
means that I stay connected to contemporary activists, both because I’m 
committed to social transformation and because I learn from their advocacy 
and hope to offer my skills and my support in return. Social justice 
education, I believe, needs a permanent space in the academy. It offers one 
avenue for how those inside the academy can speak to those outside the 
academy. At the same time, it creates an opportunity for broader 
engagement with ideas emerging from scholarly research. Academic ideas 
are not isolated from the outside world, and the academic sphere does not 
have a monopoly on intellectualism. My participation in grassroots 
organizing has also convinced me that academic scholarship matters. 

I have been an ally of the contemporary struggle for domestic workers’ 
rights since I first learned about the vibrant movement of household 
workers and their frequent demonstrations on the streets of New York about 
ten years ago. As a scholar-activist, I simultaneously buried myself in 
archival material and made an effort to attend domestic-worker meetings, 
and was struck by the use of storytelling in both venues. Contemporary 
participants reminded me very much of the women who populate this book 
—mature women with life experience and a sharp political analysis. I aided 
the organizations in whatever way I could, and however I was asked. 

Women like Erline Brown, Narbada Chhetri, Joyce Gil-Campbell, 
Allison Julien, Christine Lewis, Linda Oalican, Barbara Young, and many 
others helped me realize that what we were told about the decline of the 
labor movement was simply wrong, and that images of immigrant workers 
conveyed by the popular press were based on a partial truth. These women 
were deeply committed to an expansive vision of justice, had a clear sense 
of how to organize, and were critical of neoliberal economic 
transformations. I was, and continue to be, inspired. I watched as Domestic 
Workers United grew from a small, struggling organization to one that was 
hundreds strong and lobbied successfully for both a New York City law 
governing employment agencies and a state bill of rights. It is now part of 
both a national and an international federation of domestic workers’ rights 
groups. 

The world, at times, seems full of despair. Yet in my reading of history 
and through the resurrection of voices rarely heard I don’t find despair but 


rather enormous hope, even when people face seemingly insurmountable 
obstacles. 

My family history, study of history, and commitment to social change 
have fostered a belief that ordinary people can and must speak out and that 
in order to develop a vision about how to frame justice and how to engage 
in social change, we can and must listen. 
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